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Glossary of Terms
 

Itrea – A country founded by the magic races and other minorities who fled the
Kinship Thrones centuries ago. Baylore is its capital, and Larkhaven its only
port city.

 
The Itrean system of rule – Itrea has created a system of elected monarchy
where five heirs share a thirty-year ruling cycle. Each heir is nominated by the
current ruler from each of the five ruling families, and is usually a relative. When
the ruling cycle switches, the heir of the king or queen currently in power takes
the throne, and after three years, Baylore holds a vote as to whether that
monarch should keep the throne or hand it to the next king or queen in line. If
all five monarchs in the ruling cycle are voted off the throne after their three
years are over, rule returns to the first monarch in line for that cycle.

 
Holden King/Holden Queen – The term for a king or queen in a current
ruling cycle who does not sit the throne.

 
The five ruling families of Itrea – The original aim of this ruling system was
to share power more evenly among the people, since the founders of Itrea had
no royal blood. However, five royal families have now held power for centuries.
These are the Reycoran family, the Aldsvell family, the Dellgrain family, the
Vellmont family, and the Bastray family. Tradition dictates that all rulers and
their relatives take the ruling family’s surname, so these names have endured
since the foundation of the royal lines.

 
Icelings – A race native to Itrea who live in the Icebraid Peaks. Little is known
about them, so they often feature in fantastical stories.

 
Drifters – A race native to Itrea who live in the Wandering Woods. They can
choose to undergo a ritual to gain the use of healing powers.

 
The magic races – These are people born with one of a handful of magic
powers. They are not closely linked by genetics (aside from Weavers), so anyone
with even distant magic ancestry can end up with a magic power, and it can skip
many generations. Also called Makhori (in the Kinship Thrones). The magic
races include Weavers (who are born with silver hair that can be woven or
otherwise incorporated into handmade objects to enchant them), Cloudmages
(who can predict or even exert a slight power over weather), Minstrels



(storytellers who pull named listeners into stories that feel like reality), Riders
(who bond with animals), Potioneers (who create enchanted substances by
channeling their magic into ordinary ingredients), Metalsmiths (who can sense
veins of metal underground and use their power to forge delicate metal objects),
and more.

 
The forbidden races – The forbidden races are not allowed within the walls of
Baylore. The rationale is that these races are dangerous, especially in a heavily
populated place like Baylore, but some magic races have been lumped into this
category due to general mistrust or prejudice. Forbidden races include
Extractors (who drain energy from those nearby), Braiders (who can fix the time
and cause of a person’s death), Curse-Weavers (who can curse people
deliberately or accidentally unless the source of their power is cut from them),
Dark Potioneers (who use less accepted substances such as blood and flesh in
their potions), and Snake-Bloods (who can transform into snakes).

 
The Kinship Thrones – The name for the nine kingdoms joined under
Whitish rule. Long ago, the expanding Whitish Empire was divided between the
high king’s nine sons, though some kingdoms had been settled long before
Whitish influence. The Kinship Thrones are east of Itrea. They include
Whitland, Chelt, Dardensfell, Kohlmarsh, Cashabree, Ruunas, Northreach,
Lostport, and Varrival.
Whitland – The country that rules all nine Kinship Thrones (at least in theory).
Whitland does not accept Itrea’s autonomy and tries to curtail trade between
Itrea and the Kinship Thrones. Most inhabitants of the Kinship Thrones are
originally of the Whitish race, but are now known by their country of nationality
(Cheltish, Varrilan, Ruunan, etc.). Whitish is also the official language of Itrea
and most of the Kinship Thrones.

 
Makhori – A term used in the Kinship Thrones for those with magic blood
(known as the magic races in Itrea)

 
Varos – A god worshipped in the Kinship Thrones, especially in Whitland. In
Itrea, often shortened to “Varse” as a curse.

 
The Nine – The nine Whitish gods of light who pre-dated Varos. The days in a
quarter and spans in a year have been divided up numerically to honor the nine
gods (plus Varos, in the 10-day quarter).

 



The Seventeen Gods of Sin – According to Whitish religious teachings, the
Gods of Sin birthed the magic races. Hence all Makhori are demons who
represent the lingering presence of evil in the world.

 
Cloudy Gods – A joking term Itreans use to refer to things outside their
control, sometimes as a mild oath. Itreans are not religious and have only
adopted the parts of Whitish religion relating to general terminology
(days/quarters/spans). However, some country folk genuinely believe in the
cloudy gods, which causes no end of amusement to city folk.

 
Dravs – Stamped tin coins worth a small amount

 
Varlins – A varlin is worth twenty dravs. Varlins are stamped coins typically 
made of silver, with a small gemstone in the center.  
Span – A period of 40 days. There are eight full spans plus one incomplete span
in a year.

 
Quarter – A period of 10 days. There are four quarters in a span. The days in a
quarter are Aurumsday, Talonsday, Tensday, Tollsday, Samsday, Ilkayumsday,
Tabansday, Daridsday, Varseday, and Sullimsday. These are named after Varos
and the nine Whitish gods of light.

 
League – Equal to approximately 5 kilometers (3 miles)



 
To see full-sized maps of Itrea and the Kinship Thrones plus other exclusive content, click here.
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I

1

The Siege of Baylore

 
stood on the city wall, the plains spread before me, a brisk wind grazing my
cheeks. Below, the feet of twenty thousand armed and armored Whitish
soldiers thundered toward us.
My heartbeat thudded against my ribcage. With each step the army took

toward Baylore, I felt as though a noose tightened around my neck. Though we
had planned for this day for spans, ever since a sailor first brought word to our
court in Larkhaven, nothing could have prepared me for the scale of Whitland’s
army.

We had just won the city back from King Olleack and his Truthbringers; we
had made no preparations for siege. No archers stood ready on the walls, which
were instead crowded with civilians, and no reinforcements strengthened our
city gates. Behind me, all was chaos, as released Makhori captives mingled with
city guards and civilians who had been, just minutes ago, hungry for my
downfall.

At last the army slowed, the sun gleaming off silver helmets and armor, white
flags whipping in the fierce wind. Riders broke away from the body of the army,
and the battle horn sounded again.

Soon the outriders stood directly before the city gates, within range of arrows.
Yet I had no archers beside me.

The soldier at the head of the riders removed his helmet and cradled it
beneath one arm. “We wish to speak to King Olleack,” he bellowed, deep voice
carrying. “We have come to support his rule. Our army was promised shelter
and provisions once we arrived in Baylore. We hastened our approach when the
recent blizzard struck, and pray we need not camp in such conditions again.”

“The false king is dead,” I called out over the sea of Whitish soldiers.
Stepping up to the crenellations, I rested one hand on the icy stone. “You have



no business here. Go back to Whitland and never trouble us again.”
“Who are you to defy us?”
“I am Queen Kalleah. And I will not allow my country to fall into the hands

of Whitish tyrants.”
The soldier laughed roughly. “Itrea is already ours. Larkhaven has fallen, and

we took every town we passed. Only Baylore remains, and it will not long
withstand the might of the greatest army on earth.”

I felt movement beside me—an archer had squeezed his way up the packed
stairway and onto the top of the wall.

“Can you shoot him down at this range?” I asked out of the corner of my
mouth.

“Most likely, Your Majesty.”
“Then do it.”
With his bow held at his waist so the crenellations hid it from view, the archer

nocked an arrow and drew.
Then, in one swift motion, he raised it and sent an arrow whistling through

the air toward the lead rider. Seconds later, an arrow sprouted from the man’s
forehead, and he tumbled backward off his horse, one hand still tangled in the
horse’s reins. The horse reared, its head jerked to the side, and stamped its
hooves.

“Demon!” another rider shouted, voice muffled from within his helmet. “You
will burn for this!”

Then he wheeled his horse and spurred it back toward the vast wave of
Whitish soldiers, the other riders hastening after him.

In their wake, the civilians on the wall beside us let out a roar of triumph.
“What now?” I asked Leoth, who stood beside me, eyes fixed on the

retreating riders.
“That army expected to walk right through our gates. They have no siege

engines I could see—not even a battering ram. I suspect they’ll need to regroup
and discuss their next move.”

“Which should give us a bit of time.”
Leoth nodded.
“Then let’s prepare.”
As I started down the stairs of the guard tower, Leoth at my heels, the crowd

parted to let us pass. When we reached the main street, the crowd of onlookers
drew back respectfully, or perhaps fearfully. The scene was chaotic—I caught
sight of my father at the end of an alley, surrounded by my soldiers, some
restraining city guards who did not appear to be putting up a fight. Civilians
packed the main street, many still holding torches or makeshift weapons, and I



hesitated before plunging into that morass. I could not shake the fear that my
people would turn on me once again.

Yet the fight had gone from the mob at the arrival of the Whitish army. Even
now, I saw ragged, unkempt Makhori shuffling their way through the crowd,
ignored by all those around them. Whispers rose from all around—none of
these people had seen the vast army spread before us. They had only heard our
exchange and witnessed the reaction of their fellow townspeople atop the wall.

“The Whitish army has arrived,” I called out over the clamor. “You may
climb the wall to see, if you wish, but then you must return home. Baylore is
now under siege, and we must prepare to outlast the greatest military force the
world has ever seen.”

A renewed wave of muttering swept through the crowd, and a few of the
townspeople nearby threw me suspicious looks.

“I expect the army to attack soon. If you live near the city walls—especially in
this part of town, close to the gates—you may wish to retreat farther into the
city. Stay with relatives, or seek shelter at Baylore Palace or Baylore University if
you have no other recourse.

“The rations we have secured at the palace will last four spans, so you will not
starve. We will come around with instructions as soon as we have them. For
now, we will station soldiers on the wall to watch for the return of the Whitish
army.”

“Will you need more fighters, Your Majesty?” asked a towering man with an
axe over one shoulder.

“Yes. As many as we can gather. When we make our rounds through the city,
we will recruit volunteers.”

“Will you force a draft?” a wiry woman asked.
“I hope it won’t come to that. But all citizens must be prepared to fight. If the

Whitish army breaches the walls, they will slaughter everyone they come across.
They are famous for their brutality.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to meet them on the field, then?”
“Three thousand half-trained civilians against twenty thousand armored

professional soldiers?” I shook my head. “We need to use our wall to our
advantage. Much smaller forces have withstood great armies in siege. This is our
only hope of victory.”

The woman nodded, looking satisfied.
“Now, we must make our own preparations. Once you return home, gather

anything that can be used as a weapon, and prepare a list of all occupants and
your current rations so we can supplement them properly. If any of your family
members wish to volunteer to fight, await our summons.”



Squaring my shoulders, I started up Market Street, half expecting the crowd
to turn on me at any moment. Shouts and questions followed us, but I paid
these no heed. I had no answers yet.

When I reached the alley where my father stood watch, I paused.
“Do you have the city guard under control?” I asked in a low voice.
“I believe so. When they heard the battle horn, many abandoned the fight and

climbed onto the wall to see what was happening. Once they realized the danger
we were in, and we reminded them that Olleack’s court and the Truthbringers
were now held captive, a large number surrendered on the spot.”

“Very good.” I was reluctant to trust the city guards, yet they were Baylore’s
most experienced fighters—they would prove a valuable asset to my army.
“Strip them of their positions and weapons for the present, and reinstate these
only once you are convinced of their loyalty.”

My father saluted, and I started up the street once again. Eventually we broke
free of the crowd that had swarmed to the gates; here we passed only stragglers
as we continued along the icy cobblestones. Viko and four of my soldiers
flanked us, but no one ventured near. Just an hour ago, venturing into the city
would have been a death sentence. Yet my people finally believed me. The
evidence of what I had been saying for spans now lay before them; if our attack
on Olleack’s residence had been delayed by as little as a day, it would have been
too late.

“What do you think the Whitish army will do?” I asked Leoth under my
breath. “Will they break down our gates, or will they try to outlast us? They
know we’ll run out of food eventually.”

“I doubt they’ve planned that far ahead,” Leoth said. “They’ll struggle to find
trees tall and sturdy enough to fashion siege engines here in Baylore Valley.
From the Wandering Woods to the Icebraid Peaks, we have nothing suitable for
siege towers or trebuchets or battering rams.”

“I wish they had tried to cut down one of the trees in the Wandering
Woods,” I said wryly. “That might have actually spurred the Drifters to get
involved.”

Leoth laughed shortly.
“Do you think they’ll even try to breach our walls, then?” I asked.
“Definitely. Even if the odds look bad, they’ll give it a try, just in case they

can make it in and capture Baylore without too much effort. They expect to find
a city full of unarmed civilians. Right now, I would imagine their rations are low,
and they have nowhere to use as a base while they try to outlast us. We cleared
out almost all of the crops and winter stores between the Wandering Woods and
Baylore, so they will have trouble feeding their army until they can plant and



harvest new crops.”
“So we just need to keep them from breaching our walls, and they might

starve without us raising a finger against them.”
Leoth shook his head. “I doubt it. Even if they have trouble feeding their

army, they have ways around it, unlike us. They can hunt in the plains and set up
a supply train from Larkhaven. It will be rough for them, but they’ll survive.
Unless help arrives at some point, the Whitish army will win in the end, whether
they starve us out or break through our gates.” Leoth’s jaw was set, his gaze
fixed on the empty street before us. “I think they know that.”

We fell silent as we neared the palace. Snowdrifts still lay mounded high
against the sides of buildings, where they had been flung by the previous night’s
blizzard, and icicles dripped from balconies and eaves.

Outside the palace, the steps were swarmed with courtiers and refugees, many
of whom looked battered from the fight. Mother stood near the doors, the front
of her gown streaked with blood, and Saniya was nearby, her dress torn, a bruise
mottling one cheek. Ilola was nowhere to be seen.

“We heard the battle horn,” Mother called out as we approached. “What is
happening?”

“The Whitish army has arrived,” I said grimly.
Several courtiers gasped.
“They expected to be welcomed into the city. When they found the gates

closed and Olleack no longer in power, they withdrew. I imagine we have a few
days at least before they launch a full attack.”

“And the Makhori?” Saniya asked, her voice trembling.
“They’re safe. The city guards surrendered once they realized they had been

fighting for the wrong side, and my father was able to free the captives.”
A babble of voices rose from the onlookers; many of the refugees looked

weak with relief.
I slipped through the gates and climbed the palace steps, eyeing Mother as I

approached. Her chin was still crusted with blood, and I was sure she was
bruised from the rough handling of the mob, but she held herself as though
uninjured.

“Is Baltheor safe?” she asked softly.
“Yes. He is.”
Face slack with relief, Mother fell into step beside me when I reached the

palace doors, and together we walked down the entrance hall, passing the
unmistakable remnants of fighting. Mud from hundreds of boots caked the
marble floor, streaks of blood mingling with the brown, and discarded torches
and weapons littered the hall. A few of the tapestries were torn, and when we



passed the stairs leading down to the ballroom, I caught sight of two lifeless
bodies slumped on the floor. One wore the uniform of the palace servants,
while another looked like a courtier, a fine silk dressing gown tied over her
nightclothes. She lay face down; I did not recognize her hair.

At the sight, bile rose into my throat, and I fought back the urge to retch. A
wave of dizziness passed through me, and I gripped Leoth’s elbow for support.

“What will you do with Olleack’s court and the Truthbringers?” Mother
asked.

Her words helped distract me from the nausea that was threatening. “Most of
Olleack’s court is no threat to us,” I said. “The holden monarchs and their heirs
should be watched closely, but the others are unlikely to challenge my rule. As
for the Truthbringers…”

“They deserve as much suffering as we can give them,” Leoth growled.
I nodded. “We should interrogate and then execute them. They have betrayed

Itrea in every way, and holding them captive will do nothing but drain our
precious stores.”

Mother paled but did not argue.
When we reached the Cheltish wing, Leoth said, “What now?”
“I need to consult with my advisors once my father returns. But it could take

him several hours to organize the city guards. While we wait, we need to return
the palace to order and arrange a proper send-off for the dead. Mother, would
you take charge of this?”

“Of course.”
“What are you planning to do?” Leoth asked.
“I’m going to speak to the Master,” I said grimly.
 

* * *
 

An hour later, Leoth, Viko, and I descended into the city cells with a handful of
soldiers for backup. I did not want anyone else to witness this. My sword hung
at my waist, the hidden dagger strapped to my wrist, and several vials of poison
filled my pockets.

In the upper cells, we passed dozens of courtiers and royals from Olleack’s
court, some in nightclothes, others in gowns and silk doublets. Many cursed us
or begged for help as we passed, but I did not look their way.

Lower down, we reached the cells where the Truthbringers were held captive.
In contrast to Olleack’s court, they were dressed for battle, the white robes they
had once worn traded for city guard uniforms and padded coats. More of our
soldiers stood guard in these lower halls, hands on the hilts of their swords.



The very sight of the Truthbringers made my blood run hot. They had nearly
tortured Leoth to death. They had turned our capital into a far darker, crueler
place. And they would have killed thousands of innocents had we not reclaimed
the city in time. I wanted to make them suffer, to give them a taste of the cruelty
they had brought upon us. I wanted to kill every one of them myself.

As we turned down the final row of cells, the smell of mildew and urine rose
to meet us.

“Where is the man who calls himself the Master?” I asked one of the guards.
He gestured to the end of the hall, where shadows swallowed the last of the

faint light. “We have him locked away separately.”
When we followed him to the end of the hall, I could feel every eye on me.

Though the Truthbringers did not speak, their stares burned with hatred. Here
the reek of urine and decay was so overpowering it nearly made me retch.

Instead of bars, the cell at the end had a solid metal door with no window.
The guard unlocked the door and stood back, handing me the key. I stepped
inside, Leoth and Viko following. Viko flinched when I pulled the door shut
with a thud.

The Master was chained to a chair in the middle of the small room, facing
away from the door. His head was down, the lamplight illuminating his white
hair.

As I crossed to the other side of the room, the Master raised his head.
I stumbled back a step in horror.
Blood was pouring from his mouth, glistening as it gushed across his chin and

dripped down the front of his white robes. The Master leered at me, showing
blood-soaked teeth.

“What has he done?” I whispered, trapped in place by revulsion and fear.
Behind me, Viko gagged.
“What are you playing at?” Leoth barked. He slammed the Master back in his

chair, pinning his shoulder to the wooden slats. “You’re going to tell me
everything you know about High King Warrow’s plans, or you’ll die a slow,
painful death.”

The Master spat something in Leoth’s face. It struck his cheek, splattering his
skin and uniform with blood, before flopping to the ground. Only then did I
realize it was his tongue.

Nausea surged in my stomach, and I looked quickly away from the tongue,
pressing my knuckles to my mouth. I refused to vomit. I did not want to give
the Master that satisfaction.

Viko backed away until his spine pressed against the door, all color drained
from his face.



“Who is still working with you?” Leoth demanded, ignoring the blood that
now coated his cheek. “Is the Lady Nashella passing secrets to you?”

The Master laughed, a harsh, gurgling sound, flecks of blood flying from his
mouth.

“This is useless,” I said in a strangled voice. “He won’t be able to talk without
his tongue.”

“Answer me!” Leoth roared.
Releasing his grip on the Master’s shoulder, he slammed a fist into the side of

his head.
The Master kept laughing, though it sounded more like choking now.
Leoth punched him again, knuckles crunching against his jaw, and again,

shattering his nose.
“Leoth!”
He seemed not to hear me. His next swing overbalanced the Master’s chair,

sending the whole thing toppling backward, and his skull cracked against the
floor.

“Tell us what you’re planning!” Leoth shouted. His voice resounded around
the cramped room.

The Master was no longer laughing. His breathing was watery and shallow—
the blood from his tongue must be suffocating him.

“I’ll kill you, you monster!”
Leoth drew back his booted foot and kicked the side of the Master’s head.

Again and again he lashed out, until I could no longer hear the Master’s labored
breathing, and his head lolled sideways, lifeless.

“Leoth.”
He did not even look my way.
Steeling myself, I grabbed his arm and pulled him backward, away from the

Master.
Leoth rounded on me, his eyes flashing. For a second I thought he would

attack me next.
Then he sagged, all the fight going out of him. “I’m sorry,” he said hoarsely.

“I’m so sorry.”
 

 



W

2

Olleack’s Court

 
e left the cells in silence. My stomach was still churning—the stench of
urine and mildew was suddenly too much, and beneath it all I swore I
could taste the Master’s blood, bitter and metallic.

I left behind the vials of poison, instructing the prison guards to interrogate
and then execute the remaining Truthbringers. If we could learn even a shred of
information about the Whitish army’s plans or whether any of the
Truthbringers’ allies remained in the city, it would give us an advantage we
desperately needed. But I was feeling too ill to think about much else.

The remnants of Olleack’s court we arranged to be relocated to the tunnels
and cellars beneath the palace, still under heavy guard. Leoth said in a hollow
voice that he wanted to question his mother and see if she had been involved in
the Truthbringers’ takeover of Baylore from the very start. Meanwhile, I was
hoping most of Olleack’s court would come to my side once they realized how
mistaken they had been.

Leoth was growing weary, though he tried to hide it, so we walked ten paces
apart, Leoth and Viko leading the way while I followed with the rest of our
guards. I was glad for the chance to be alone. The Master’s leer was still seared
in my mind, blood pouring from his mouth and down his chin. Though Leoth
had frightened me, I didn’t blame him for his fury. If I hadn’t felt so nauseous, I
might have done the same. The Master had robbed us of our chance to make
him pay for his cruelty.

When we returned to the palace, the halls had already been cleared of mud
and bloodstains. I felt contaminated; though they were clean, my hands felt
thick with the Master’s blood. I wanted to strip off my clothes and burn them.
Leoth had wiped blood from his face with one sleeve, and the dark fabric
concealed the worst of the stain.



At the Cheltish wing, I found Mellicante, Baridya, and Deance talking
amongst themselves, still in their grimy uniforms; they had clearly just returned
from the battle.

“…should help fill out the army, at least to begin with,” Mellicante was
saying.

“But they were willing to torture and kill Makhori!” Baridya said. “I don’t
know how we can trust them again.”

“I think most people are willing to do horrible things under the right
circumstances,” Mellicante said. “They genuinely believed the Truthbringers, so
they were already poisoned against the Makhori, and when an authority figure
they trusted gave the orders, they were unlikely to disobey.”

Deance noticed me just then, and broke away from the other two to greet me.
“Where have you been?” she asked.
“Just making arrangements,” I said faintly. “How is everything going?”
Mellicante turned to me, and I saw an angry red bruise on her jaw. “The city

guard is swearing loyalty to you in the main square. I doubt anyone will stand
against you now. With no one else to follow and clear evidence that you were
telling the truth all along, I think they’ll be eager to keep their jobs and their
lives.”

I nodded curtly. “Good. We can definitely use their expertise.”
“Kalleah,” Baridya said, “where is Ilola?”
I stiffened. I had not thought of the little Snake-Blood since I saw her

transform. “She was captured by the mob that broke into the palace. She was
shouting, ‘You promised!’ I don’t know what she meant. Then she transformed
and escaped. I haven’t seen her since.”

Baridya’s eyes glinted with tears. “We promised no one would harm her if she
remained in her human form. Now I’m afraid she’ll never transform back.”

“Worry about finding her before you worry about that,” Mellicante said. “If
she’s safe and happy, it doesn’t matter if she remains in her snake form.”

Baridya gripped Mellicante’s hand, eyes still glistening. “Oh, but she would
never trust us again. She might even flee from us.”

“I would imagine she’s still in the palace,” I said. “She was in the ballroom
when she transformed, and if she wanted to avoid being seen, she likely slithered
into the first cupboard or empty room she found.”

Baridya nodded, lips pressed together.
“Right now we don’t have time to search for Ilola,” I said. “We need to

prepare for siege. Tell my advisors to assemble in the war room in three hours.”
Then I brushed past my friends to seek the solitude of my royal suite. My

stomach was still churning; I could not banish the memories of blood pouring



from the Master’s lips, his severed tongue flopping to the ground. I needed to
strip out of these filthy clothes and bathe, or I would be sick.

When I let myself through the doors, I found Leoth standing in the middle of
my private sitting-room. I stopped short, staring at him.

“What are you doing here?” I whispered.
He crossed to the doors and pulled them gently closed. “Are you all right?”
He must have seen something in my face, because at his words, I realized I

was clenching my jaw, breathing through my nose as I tried to force back the
memories of the Master’s death.

“Just fantastic,” I said sarcastically. “Really wonderful.” Then I bit back what
I had been about to say, because I did not want him to know how much the
whole thing had disturbed me.

“Kalleah—” Leoth drew in an unsteady breath. “You’re frightened of me,
aren’t you?”

“No. I might have done the same. But I need some time alone.”
“Of course.” Leoth’s eyes were full of regret. “I’m so sorry.”
I stepped into my washroom and closed the door before Leoth could follow.
Turning on the taps, I let water fill my bathtub, steam billowing through the

room. While I waited, I scrubbed my hands clean and released my hair from its
braided spiral. But when I poured lavender-scented soap into the bathwater, my
stomach lurched.

I dropped to my knees beside the toilet and retched, emptying the contents of
my stomach. Bile burned my throat, and the smell of vomit mixed with the
lavender soap, sickening me further.

“Kalleah? Are you all right?”
I spat out the acidic debris coating my mouth. “Blast you, Leoth! What are

you still doing here?”
He let himself into the washroom and knelt beside me. “Do you think it’s

morning sickness? You know, from the child?”
I gave him a hard look. “Really, Leoth? No, it’s because of what we just saw.

The Master’s tongue, and how he bled like that—”
I broke off as revulsion welled up in me once more, and I retched again.
Leoth put a gentle hand on my back and ran his fingers down my spine. I

thought of snapping at him and sending him away, but his touch did help. It
gave me something to focus on besides the grotesque memories that pushed
against my mind.

“If you don’t want me around any longer, I can go,” Leoth said. “I
understand if you’re afraid. I don’t know why I lost control like that. It was
always my father who had a temper—I swore I wouldn’t turn into him, and now



look at me.”
“No. Please stay. I wanted to do the same, Leoth. I wanted to make him hurt.

He deserves it. Gods, this whole business makes me sick.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I can’t lose you. I’ll be fine—I promise.”
Leoth stood and pulled me to my feet. Though his coat was still spotted with

blood, I allowed him to take me into his arms. Beside us, the tap continued to
gush steaming water, filling the room with the smell of lavender. It no longer
sickened me; I had nothing left in my stomach to lose.

“We’ll get through this,” Leoth murmured, one hand making gentle circles
against the small of my back. “That’s what I keep telling myself. We might not
recognize ourselves once this is over, but that doesn’t mean we can give up. Our
people need us.”

Because I was still feeling weak, and because Leoth’s company was like a balm
to my tangled thoughts, I let him lead me into the bathtub and brush out my
long hair. Then he lowered my hair into the water and massaged soap through
my scalp, his fingers gentle. I closed my eyes, trying to push away everything
else. While I was here, I could pretend there was no army at our gates. No
bloodstained corpse locked away in a windowless room deep in the cells. It was
just me and Leoth, enveloped in lavender-scented steam, the hot bathwater
easing the chill from my bones, Leoth’s massage smoothing away my fears.

At last his hands stilled and he kissed me, his lips lingering on mine.
“We need to get ready.”
I opened my eyes, the soothing nothingness evaporating as reality flooded

back in. “Yes. And you need to leave me alone, Leoth. I don’t want you
collapsing halfway through the meeting.”

He grimaced. “Plagues, this is a nightmare.”
“I know. I warned you—it’s never going to be easy. Are you sure you want to

stay with me? To marry me? It’s not too late to back out.”
He bent down and kissed me again, fiercely. “I would never leave you. What

if…do you think I could put a second bed in the corner of your room and sleep
there? Would that be far enough away?”

“I think so.” I had never in my life shared my room with anyone. The
enforced solitude had become so much a part of my life that I now sought it
out, craving time alone when I was angry or confused or frightened. But it didn’t
have to be that way. If I began to treat Leoth like a true partner, rather than an
occasional confidant and secret lover, maybe I would be able to withstand the
coming trials more easily. I knew I could not do it alone.

I rose from the bath, water streaming off my skin, and reached for my towel.



“I would love it if you joined me here.”
Kissing my cheek once more, Leoth let himself out, a smile touching his lips.
 

* * *
 
By the time I had dressed in a clean uniform, I still had over an hour before the
meeting with my advisors. I wondered if I could persuade any of the more
influential members of Olleack’s court to join me in the war room. It could be
valuable to hear their perspective—after all, they would have seen the inner
workings of the Truthbringers’ schemes for spans now.

But how to test their loyalty? I was not willing to torture them, and I knew
well enough how deeply lies and deception wove their way through palace life.

When I emerged from my royal suite, I found soldiers and guards and
courtiers bustling through the common area in every direction. Only Deance sat
in the common area, now dressed in a simple gown, her hair damp from a bath.
She looked as though she did not know what to do with herself.

Seeing her gave me an idea. I threaded my way past those coming and going,
most of whom ignored me, and sank onto the divan beside her.

Deance gave a start. “Oh! I didn’t see you, Your Majesty.”
“Do you have a moment to spare?”
“I have nothing but time.”
We rose and slipped from the Cheltish wing, two guards falling quietly into

step behind us. Viko was nowhere to be seen, for which I was grateful—he had
spent too much time near me for one day. I wondered if he was as badly
affected by what he had seen in the cells as I was.

I explained my idea as we walked. “I would like to hear the perspective of
someone from Olleack’s court when we discuss how best to prepare for siege,”
I said, linking my elbow with Deance’s. “But I need some way of finding out
who will back me unquestioningly and who might still seek to undermine me. I
wondered if we could devise some scenario within a Minstrel’s story where we
might test them.”

Deance pursed her lips together, and for a moment she was quiet. We started
down the second flight of stairs, a clump of Makhori soldiers hurrying aside.

“I think I could manage something,” she said at last. “If we draw them into
the story while they’re not expecting it, they might assume it’s a dream. We
could observe them and see how they act when they think they’re alone.” She
paused. “Who were you planning to test first?”

“Morrisse,” I said at once. “And…I suppose I should try Dennoric as well.
The holden monarchs would be our most useful allies if they came to our side.”



I was reluctant to approach Dennoric again—he had hated me from the
moment I arrived in Baylore, and I doubted his time by Olleack’s side would
have changed his opinion—yet I had to try.

Deance’s mouth twisted. “I don’t like Holden King Dennoric any more than
you do. But you’re right—the rest of the Dellgrain family will likely follow his
lead.”

We continued in silence through the door to the passageways beneath the
palace. I wanted to ask Deance what she was planning, but as she appeared to
be deep in thought, I was wary of interrupting her.

The passageways under the palace had yet to be cleaned of mud tracked in by
the rioters’ boots. We encountered a guard as soon as we reached the foot of the
stairs, and he led us through the maze of corridors to the storage rooms where
Olleack’s court was held captive. While we waited out of sight around a corner,
he led Morrisse and Dennoric into a separate room, leaving the door ajar and
three guards stationed just outside.

“Are you ready?” Deance asked.
“Whenever you are.”
We approached the door and stopped outside the room. Deance took a deep

breath and began speaking.
“Holden King Dennoric and Holden King Morrisse stand on the palace

steps, surrounded by King Olleack’s court.”
“What’s that?” Dennoric’s sharp voice sounded from inside.
“I don’t…”
As Deance continued to speak, Morrisse’s reply faded away. The two holden

kings were already falling under Deance’s spell.
Still speaking, Deance pushed open the door and beckoned me to follow her.

We found Morrisse and Dennoric sitting on overturned crates, slumped
backward against the wall, their eyes closed. They were just as I remembered—
Morrisse, with his handsome brown face and curly black hair to his shoulders,
and Dennoric, pale and round-faced, with a mocking tilt to his lip.

I settled onto another crate and closed my eyes, and Deance added me into
the story without a moment’s hesitation.

“Queen Kalleah is a city guard standing watch outside the palace. She is an
unremarkable-looking man who…”

Light spilled into the space behind my eyelids, and the scene came clear
before me. I stood beside the palace gates, the stairs behind me packed with
royals and courtiers in their finery—Olleack’s court. From Market Street,
trumpets and the sound of marching rang out.

Looking down, I saw that I wore Olleack’s white city guard uniform. My hair



felt lighter than usual; Deance had turned me into a man with long, thin fingers
and too-tight boots.

“This is what would have happened if Olleack had remained in power,” the
guard beside me said. He was a young man with sandy hair and the beginnings
of a beard, though I guessed he was Deance. “The Whitish army approaches.”

“Where are Morrisse and Dennoric?”
“On the palace steps.”
I looked over my shoulder, scanning the mess of courtiers until I picked out

the two holden monarchs. They stood close together, surrounded by their
families, watching with confusion as the scene unfolded.

At last the leading ranks of the Whitish army emerged onto the main square,
silver armor glittering in the sunlight. A great cheer rose from the watching
Itreans, and court musicians played a salute from the foot of the palace steps.

“We welcome you to our great city,” Olleack called out to the generals leading
the column. “We await the cleansing of our city and the beginning of a new,
more prosperous era under the protection of the Whitish high king.” Olleack
wore a heavy gold crown and a ceremonial cloak, his expression smug.

As the army slowed before the gates, a knot of Truthbringers emerged from
the palace doors and descended past the watching courtiers, the Master at their
head. Even though I knew he was dead, rage tightened my chest at the sight of
his benign smile.

It was not until the Truthbringers reached the square, just paces from where
Deance and I stood in our guises as city guards, that I realized they were leading
a prisoner.

Then, with a jolt of shock, I saw the prisoner’s face.
It was me.
“Today we begin the consecration of this great city,” the Master called out in

a booming voice. “We must burn each Makhori demon alive to prevent their life
forces from strengthening the Gods of Sin. We will begin with the greatest
sinner of all—the demon queen.”

The Truthbringers hauled the captive that looked just like me into the middle
of the square. City guards piled bundles of firewood into a mountain, and my
simulacrum was forced into the middle. She did not resist.

“No!” Morrisse shouted from the stairs. “This isn’t right!”
“Of course it is,” Dennoric said in a carrying voice, a sneer curling his lip.

“She knew the consequences when she returned to Baylore. Forbidden races
aren’t allowed here, even if they’re bastards pretending to be royal.”

“But when did we start murdering innocents? When did this become
acceptable?”



“When that whore had the audacity to claim a throne she had no right to
seize.”

Morrisse must have realized this was a dream-like scene, perhaps because
Olleack was alive once more—I doubted he would have spoken up if the
Whitish army truly stood before him.

“This has gone too far,” Morrisse said. “I cannot—”
“Silence the traitor,” Olleack ordered with a lazy wave of his hand.
A pair of palace guards wrestled Morrisse’s arms behind him and stuffed a

handkerchief into his mouth. He struggled and tried to kick his captors, to no
avail; at last he went still.

Down in the square, the Master touched a torch to the mountain of kindling,
which went up in flames at once. My simulacrum stood tall, hands bound
behind her back, as the fire roared up around her, distorting her features behind
wavering bands of hot air. Watching my own face eaten alive by the ravenous
fire, I felt prickles of anxiety clawing at me. It was everything I could do to
remain in place. This had nearly been my fate, back when I first fled Baylore.

“Sorry,” Deance muttered out of the corner of her mouth, her voice
belonging to the man who stood beside me. “It was the most effective
demonstration I could think of.”

“It’s okay,” I said tightly, though my hands sweated.  
Then my simulacrum began to scream, shrill and unearthly, and on the steps,

Morrisse began struggling once more. At the opposite end of the square, the
Whitish army pounded the ends of their spears on the ground in a savage show
of enthusiasm.

When my simulacrum fell silent at last, her voice choked in the billowing
smoke, the Truthbringers led another prisoner from the palace.

Cal.
My breath caught in my throat, and I pressed a hand on the cool stone of the

palace wall behind me for balance.
Cal walked straight-backed, unresisting, though his eyes were red and his

cheeks streaked with tears. Morrisse began fighting his captors once more,
letting out a muffled yell from behind his gag, but he did not escape.

Only when he neared the fire, which now cast forth so much heat I could feel
it from where I stood at the far end of the square, did Cal begin to resist. He
dug in his heels and tugged against his captors, but they shoved him mercilessly
forward. With an almighty heave, they propelled him onto the blazing pyre,
where he fell facedown, yelling in pain.

Though I knew it was not real, I sagged against the wall, tears burning my
eyes. I wanted to look away, but some perverse part of me insisted on



witnessing his death. This was what we were fighting for. This was the fate that
awaited us if Baylore fell.

When at last Cal’s screams fell silent, a wave of city guards appeared from the
street that ran past the University. They led a column of Makhori captives—
children with ragged clothes, men and women with gaunt faces, and elderly who
walked with a stooped, defeated gait.

“The fire is hungry,” the Master’s voice boomed out from the middle of the
square. “Bring forth the demons and watch as the last taint of magic washes
away.”

Then, before the column of ragged Makhori reached the center of the square,
the scene darkened. The sun sank below the horizon, leaving the air cold and
clear of smoke, the sky peppered with stars. I looked down to see my city guard
uniform transformed to a gown, my own hair brushing against my shoulders.
Beside me, Deance had also resumed her usual appearance, and we both held
lanterns, casting two yellow circles in the darkened square. Morrisse and
Dennoric approached, as though drawn by the lanterns, and Dennoric blanched
when he recognized me. He had watched my death only minutes ago. Morrisse’s
eyes were wide and frightened.

“You have seen what would have happened if Baylore had passed into the
hands of the Whitish army,” Deance said. “They now wait outside our gates,
ready to throw their full might against us. Queen Kalleah will lead us in the fight
for our freedom. She will save Baylore from the evils that would befall us under
High King Warrow.”

Morrisse’s eyes met mine, still round with fear, and he dropped to one knee.
“Your Majesty. I have known for a long time that I was mistaken. Ever since
King Olleack rounded up the magic races, I knew he had gone too far. I see
now why you were so desperate to win the throne. You saw what was coming
long before any of us did. Will you accept my apology and my allegiance?”

I found it easy to forgive him. From his reaction to my death, I could see he
had followed Olleack out of convenience, not out of any deep-seated prejudice.
“I will.”

Dennoric kicked Morrisse in the ribs. “Get up, you imbecile. You’re
disgracing all of Itrea. I would rather live beneath the Whitish High King than
tolerate the corruption of demons like her.”

I looked at Deance and nodded—I knew everything I needed to.
Seconds later, the scene faded, and we came to ourselves in the dim

storeroom beneath the palace, still perched uncomfortably on overturned crates.
“What was that?” Morrisse asked blankly.
“That was a Minstrel’s story,” I said. “Do you still mean what you said



before?”
He rubbed his eyes, face grey. “Of course. Was that truly what the

Truthbringers planned to do with the magic races?”
“More or less,” I said. I could not get the image of Cal’s body wreathed in

flames from my mind. “They spoke of burning forbidden races and
Flamespinners alive and enslaving the less dangerous races, but I think they
wanted to eliminate all of us eventually.”

“Your Majesty,” Dennoric said hurriedly.  “I’m sorry. I thought that was a 
dream—I didn’t realize it meant anything. I swear loyalty to you as well.” He 
dropped to his knee, face flushed. “I promise to—”

“Get up,” I snapped. “I want none of your false promises.”  
Rising from my crate, I wrenched open the door to the storage room.

“Guards? Please escort this man back to the city cells. I think he could do with a
few quarters of solitary contemplation.”

“No!” Dennoric yelped. “You can’t do this to me! I am a holden king, a man
of purer blood than you could ever—”

Two guards grabbed his arms and pulled him to his feet, one clamping a hand
over his mouth. His muffled shouts resounded down the corridor as the guards
led him away.

“Is it true?” Morrisse asked in a hushed voice. “Is the Whitish army at the
gates?”

“Twenty thousand armored soldiers,” I said grimly. “Baylore is now under
siege, and we must hold our enemies back at all costs. I am about to hold a
meeting to discuss our strategy, and I would like you to attend on behalf of the
Vellmont family. Will the rest of the Vellmont family follow your lead?”

“They have no choice but to obey my commands, Your Majesty.”
I nodded solemnly. “Know that while I intend to reinstate you at court, I

cannot share power with the holden monarchs as I once did. As long as the
Whitish threat remains in Itrea, I alone will make decisions, and my throne will
not go up to a vote.”

“You will make enemies for this, Your Majesty.”
“I know. But my army will back me. I do not intend to become a tyrant, but

we must act swiftly and without internal division while our kingdom remains in
peril.”

He hesitated for a long moment. “I understand.”
“In that case, my guards will escort you back to the Forest wing to prepare

for our meeting. Oh—and please do not be alarmed if you find the wing
overrun with my soldiers.”
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3

Siege Tactics

 
arrived in the war room to find my advisors already assembled. I squeezed
Cal’s shoulder as I strode past him to my high-backed chair, irrationally
relieved to see him alive. My friends and advisors waited in silence, many with

books lying open before them. Dakolth was there, representing the Drifters, and
Professor Tabernath, grey-haired and genial, to speak on behalf of my Makhori
army. Leoth had claimed the seat to the right of mine, while Mellicante and
Baridya sat on my left. Across the table, my father sat with Mother on one side
and Dellik on the other, expressions grim. To my surprise, Saniya sat at the table
as well, looking as out-of-place as Morrisse.

“Thank you for joining me,” I said as I settled onto my high-backed chair.
The round table filled most of the war room, while bookshelves covered every
wall. Amidst these, rolled-up maps stood in vases and lay propped between
books. “In our haste to secure Baylore before the Whitish army arrived, we
neglected to make plans for what would follow. We must take stock of our
options, our supplies, and what we can expect from the Whitish army before
deciding how to proceed. Father, Leoth, Dellik, would you begin by estimating
our weapon and armor supplies and how much we can hope to expand our
army?”

My father cleared his throat, and Leoth lowered his head in deference.
“Our full force of just over three thousand soldiers is armed with swords,”

my father began. “At least five hundred are also equipped with Weaver-
reinforced clothing. This will guard against arrows and blades, but will provide
no protection against weapons designed for crushing plate armor.”

I glanced at Leoth, who nodded. This would add a new dimension to battle
that we had not prepared for. The city guards and Truthbringers had worn
padded coats or simple uniforms and had mostly fought with swords rather than



spears. The army at our gates, on the other hand, was accustomed to felling
soldiers in full armor. They would crush any troops we sent against them. Our
swords would be of little use against armor.

“The problem lies in expanding our army. Our steel supplies are running low,
so we will need to prioritize weapons over armor. We can equip another
thousand soldiers, if we are lucky, but four thousand against twenty thousand?”
My father shook his head. “We will never be able to hold them off in open
combat. And our prospects of keeping them out of the city are slim as well. We
need archers to pick off any who try to breach our walls, but we will quickly run
out of wood if we start shooting arrows every time the army approaches.”

“Not to mention the fact that we have only a handful of trained archers,”
Dellik said grimly. Though she was a ship’s captain with no previous military
experience, she was an expert at getting others to follow orders and had proved
one of my most effective generals.

“Precisely,” my father said.
“The Whitish army will be fighting with spears and maces,” Leoth added, “if

the historic accounts are correct. And we don’t have much wood strong and
straight enough to make spears of our own.”

“Do we have any chance of collecting further supplies from outside Baylore?”
I asked.

My companions traded glances, no one offering a suggestion.
“If we had Riders bonded with birds, they could fly off in search of what we

needed.” I turned to Professor Tabernath. “I didn’t see any Riders listed in the
Makhori register. Do none live in Baylore?”

He shook his head. “The city council doesn’t take kindly to large animals
fouling up our streets, which is why all horses are stabled near the gates. Riders
don’t like being parted from the animals they have bonded with, so they tend to
settle in smaller villages or even in the mountains or the Wandering Woods,
where they can live directly with their mounts. Many are hermits.”

I cursed under my breath. “Is there any way to contact these Riders?”
Professor Tabernath shook his head.
“Very well. Then we cannot rely on anything that is not currently within the

city walls.” I folded my hands on the table, studying my advisors. None offered
any further ideas, and a wave of hopelessness surged through me. How could
we stand up against such a great force with so few resources at our disposal?

Swallowing my worry, I turned to Leoth. “And what can we expect from the
Whitish army? What siege tactics will they try?” Though we had already
discussed some of this on our way to the palace, I wanted him to repeat himself
for the benefit of those gathered.



Leoth opened one of the books in the pile before him to a line drawing of a
wall with a horde of simple figures sketched below.

“The two main strategies in siege warfare are breaking in and starving the
enemy out. I suspect the Whitish army will start with the first, because they are
not currently well equipped to outlast us. They will be sleeping in tents, even if it
snows, and we cleared out most of the harvest from Baylore Valley. If they
decide to stake out their position and wait for us to starve, they will need to
send a significant portion of their army out to find provisions. They might even
dedicate time to building houses to protect against the elements.”

“Good thing the Truthbringers burned down Twenty-League Town, eh?”
Mellicante commented drily.

Leoth’s mouth quirked up. “True.”
“We should send another snowstorm their way,” I said. “I’m sure our

Cloudmages could do that again. Anything to make their work harder.”
“Good idea.” Leoth turned the book to the next page and held up a drawing

with several different parts, each showing a roughly-drawn army attempting to
climb or knock down a wall with little cartoonish men inside fighting them back.

“If we expect the Whitish army to try breaching our wall, these are a few of
the strategies they might employ. Our city gates are our weakest point, of
course. I suspect the Whitish army will try breaking through them as soon as
they can get their hands on a suitable battering ram. Since there aren’t many
trees large enough to serve the purpose between here and the Icebraid Peaks,
they might end up using a beam from one of the burned-out structures in
Twenty-League Town. We should have at least a few days to prepare while they
hunt down their battering ram.

“After that, we can expect ladders and siege towers.” He pointed to a pair of
rough drawings. “The army will easily put together ladders from weaker trees—
it didn’t take us long when we tried the same strategy—but the siege towers will
be more complicated. I doubt the Whitish army will find suitable materials
anywhere in Baylore Valley. And the same is true of catapults—it could take
them spans to find trees large enough.

“The danger with ladders is they are portable, which means the Whitish army
can strike anywhere along our wall at any time. We have to be prepared to fight
off an attack wherever and whenever it happens, which means stationing most
of our soldiers on the wall.”

“And how do we fight off these attacks?” I asked. “Apart from arrows, which
we can expect to run out of very quickly?” I noticed most of the rough figures
in the diagrams were firing arrows at their attackers, though others dumped
what looked like large cooking pots over the wall.



“Our Flamespinners can deal with the ladders if there aren’t too many. And
we have the advantage of height, so anything we can drop can serve as a
weapon. Boiling oil is a common one in Whitland, apparently, but I suspect we’ll
run out of that as quickly as we run out of arrows. We can throw rocks. Douse
the army in sewage. The Whitish army likes to fight dirty, so I’ve even read
about sieges where plague-ridden bodies or blankets are flung over the walls.”
Leoth grimaced. “I hope the Whitish army hasn’t planned for that. If disease
enters Baylore during the siege, we will be done for.”

“That’s another thing to consider,” Mellicante said. “Is our water supply and
sewage system a point of weakness the Whitish army might exploit?”

“It could be,” my father said. “We’ll station guards around the channels
wherever possible.”

“They might not even think of it,” Baridya said. “Most cities in Whitland
don’t have plumbing yet—at least, that’s what everyone in Chelt says.”

“Really?” I was taken aback. “Do they have to walk down to the river every
day to fetch water?”

Baridya shrugged. “Perhaps. I’d imagine there are fountains in the cities as
well. Most Cheltish cities still have those.”

I blinked at her, momentarily distracted from all thoughts of battle. According
to Mother, Baylore had been built with its water supply and sewerage systems in
place; the technology had been newly installed in Chelt around the time Itrea
was first settled, and our founders had been quick to adopt the same systems. As
far as I was aware, the current system used a combination of gravity and
Weaver-enchanted devices to pump water from the nearby Elygian River and
send it through our pipes. To think Whitland had yet to develop such basic
technology…

“The Kinship Thrones were set back several hundred years when the
cataclysm hit,” my father said gruffly. “They may have lost all recent advances
around that time. It takes a long time to recover from something that
devastating, especially for an insular country like Whitland.”

“Or maybe Whitland just cared too much about perfecting its war tactics to
worry about things like convenience and hygiene,” Leoth said.

I thought he was joking, but it could very well be true.
“Moving on from the sewage system,” my father said with a hint of

annoyance.
“Right,” Leoth said. “We need to come up with a strategy for fighting off

attacks from ladders, because most defending armies rely heavily on arrows,
which won’t work for us. Hatchets are good for chopping away ladders and
ropes, and we can defend with hammers or swords once the soldiers make it to



the top.”
“We will consult with the generals tomorrow,” my father said.
I looked sideways at the notes Baridya had been scribbling. I had one last

question, but I hesitated to broach the subject. I did not want to discourage my
supporters.

When no one else spoke, I steeled myself. “And…what of our long-term
prospects? If our rations last us four spans, what happens after they run out?
Will the Whitish army be defeated by then, or will we starve? Are any other
kingdoms likely to step in and help?”

“The Whitish army won’t be defeated,” Leoth said. “If their initial assaults on
the city cost them too many lives, they’ll withdraw and prepare to starve us out.
Now that summer is on its way, they will easily outlast us.”

“It all depends on how much High King Warrow cares about our defeat,” my
father added. “If he sent his army on a whim, thinking this would be an easy
victory, he might give up if the commitment becomes too onerous. But if he is
determined to crush us no matter the cost, he might send additional troops in
the coming spans.”

I stiffened. “He has more than twenty thousand professional soldiers?"
“Of course,” my father said. “Each lord who rules over a town or city of a

certain size is responsible for recruiting and training an army of his own. I
suspect what we saw today is the High King’s own army, trained in the capital,
Eidervell. If that force proves inadequate, he can call on his lords’ armies at will.
The High King also reserves the right to supplement his army with a draft from
the other Kinship Thrones, but I suspect that move would be highly unpopular.
It is likely his last resort.”

I let out a shallow breath. “So. We have no hope, unless another kingdom
steps in to help us.”

My father gave a curt nod. “Yes. I would presume so.”
Several of my advisors made small, surprised noises at this.
I looked around the table, meeting the eyes of those closest to me—Baridya,

whose dark eyes were round with worry; Mellicante, jaw set, expression
unreadable; Cal, youngest of those gathered, leaning back in his seat as though
trying to make himself invisible; Saniya, most recent addition to my inner circle,
twisting a ring on her finger and giving me a fleeting smile when she caught my
gaze; Mother, spine straight, looking more regal than I would ever manage;
Leoth, whose expressive eyes were filled with worry; and my father, with his
strong, dark features hardened in determination—my father, who put his
kingdom above his own family. Though we did not always see eye to eye, his
was the example I respected most.



“Are we relying on luck, then?” I asked softly. “Or do any of you have reason
to believe we might receive help from outside?” I looked to Baridya. “What of
the missives we sent to Chelt? Will their ships come to our aid?”

She shook her head. “The chances are slim. Too slim to rely on. The Whitish
fleet might have intercepted the merchant ships and read our messages, or they
might have sunk them altogether. And even if our messages made it to Chelt,
there’s no reason anyone would step in to help us. It would be a great risk, with
no incentive for the Cheltish sailors.”

“And Varrival?” I asked Saniya. “Does your father hold any sway there? I’ve
heard Varrival has an army to rival Whitland’s. Is there any chance they might
be persuaded to help us?”

“I very much doubt it,” Saniya said in a small voice. “When my father decided
to stay in Itrea, he lost all influence in the Varrilan court. And the Varrilan army
is notorious for staying out of politics in the Kinship Thrones. They’ll defend
their own borders fiercely, but they’ve never stepped in to help another
kingdom—not that I know of, anyway.”

“Right.” I let out a shaky breath. “And Cashabree doesn’t care about anything
outside their kingdom, Ruunas doesn’t have a fleet—as far as I’m aware—and
Lostport is too far away to help.”

“Also, their population is tiny,” Baridya said. “Their sad excuse for an army
wouldn’t hold out five minutes against that monstrosity at our gates.”

“What about King’s Port?” Mellicante asked. “They wanted to get involved
with Itrean politics. Well, this is their chance.”

I nodded slowly, a plan beginning to materialize. “Their population is small as
well, but I don’t think Whitland will attack the pirate port while they’re busy
fighting us here. We could use King’s Port as a rallying point for any other
armies that are willing to help. The smugglers’ ships could reach out to Chelt
and Varrival to beg for help, and that way they’ll remain far south of the Whitish
fleet in case they’re still patrolling the waters between Chelt and Larkhaven.”

“And how will we persuade Chelt and Varrival to risk their armies in a war on
foreign soil?” my father asked.

“Chelt at least is heavily dependent on trade from Itrea,” Mellicante said.
“Your Majesty.”

I saw Baridya fight back a smile at Mellicante’s slip-up.
“As we guessed when we first tried to contact merchants from our court at

Larkhaven, those most heavily invested in trading enchanted goods will have the
most to lose if Baylore falls. They will already be hurting now that Whitland has
taken our only port. If they are willing to invest in their future, they may be
willing to fund troops as long as we promise to restore trade through King’s



Port as soon as possible.”
“I don’t know about Varrival,” Saniya said, glancing sideways at my father.
“They would be happy if Whitland collapsed, wouldn’t they?” I asked.

“Maybe we could frame it as a chance to overthrow the High King once and for
all, in a way that doesn’t endanger their own lands.”

“Maybe,” Saniya said. “I’ll ask my father what he thinks.”
“It’s worth pursuing,” my father said. “Nonetheless, we should not count on

receiving assistance. We need to strategize with the assumption we will fight
alone.”

“Of course,” I said. “But as you said before, the only possible outcome in that
scenario is our eventual downfall. I don’t want to assume we have no hope
whatsoever. If that is true, why are we fighting at all?”

My father did not respond.
“Baylore is not surrounded yet. While we still can, we need to send word to

King’s Port. Father, will you gather ten of our most capable soldiers? We’ll write
to King’s Port, Chelt, and Varrival, begging for any assistance they can give, and
tomorrow our soldiers will sneak down the back wall and make for King’s Port
as fast as they can, giving the Whitish army a wide berth.”

“It’s a long way to King’s Port,” Leoth said. He had traveled there soon after
my coronation to oversee the start of the Great Southern Road. “If our
messengers don’t have horses, it could take them two spans to travel there.
Longer if weather delays them.”

“Maybe they can acquire horses in one of the settlements along the way,” I
suggested. We were leaving far too much up to chance, but no one objected. We
had no other recourse. “And in the meantime, we will focus every effort on
surviving. We’ll make an inventory of all food within the city, and begin training
as many soldiers as we can recruit. We may need to melt down kitchenware and
other metal implements to forge enough weapons to arm our full force.”

“We should look at building blockades on the streets near the gates as well,”
Leoth said. “That’s another thing Whitish cities often do. Or they have an inner
wall that their citizens can retreat behind if the outer wall is breached.”

“Good idea.” If the army broke through our gates, a blockade would merely
buy us a few extra hours, but I would not dismiss any ideas. We had little
enough hope as it was. “Let’s begin. Father, Leoth, and Dellik, you can organize
our soldiers. Morrisse, please fill King Baltheor in on everything you learned
during your time at Olleack’s court. I’ll start drafting letters.”

It was reassuring to have a plan in place, even if we were merely buying
ourselves time before our demise.
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A Plea for Help

 
eaving the rest of my advisors behind, I followed Saniya down to the
Mountain wing, where I hoped to speak with her father. Though the palace
was bustling with activity, it felt empty compared to a few days prior; most

of the soldiers were away, either cleaning up the aftermath of the battle or
stationed on the wall, and we were down to a smattering of guards, nobles,
royals, and staff. It unnerved me to think we had allocated most of our forces to
the city wall. If they were felled, we would have no backup.

“I’ll warn you, my father will likely say we’re wasting our time,” Saniya said,
pausing outside the great doors to the Mountain wing.

“I know. But we have to try. What else will we do?”
Saniya shook her head.
We found Saniya’s father in a sitting-room with patches of living ice

seemingly growing from the walls—clusters of enormous ice crystals clinging to
one corner like the inside of a geode; glass-like stalactites hanging down from
the rear, refracting the weak sunlight around the room; an elaborate translucent
table sprouting up from the ground like a many-leafed plant; and a small
crystalline bat hanging beside a tapestry. I was so engrossed in the forms of
living ice that I nearly forgot why we had come.

Then my eyes passed over Saniya’s father again, and my face grew hot at my
negligence. I gave him a hasty half-bow; it was not proper for a queen to bow
before a lesser noble, but I felt I owed him some measure of respect.

“Your Majesty,” he said drily. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” He was bald,
the dark skin atop his head gleaming, and he sat on a low divan. The uppermost
buttons of his shirt were undone, revealing the top of a muscled chest, and he
had one hand wrapped around a steaming mug of something that smelled rich
and spiced—mulled wine. As he regarded me, he made an effort to sit up



straighter.
“Saniya has told me a great deal about you,” I began hesitantly.
“Oh?” Her father raised an eyebrow.
“We’re desperate. I hoped you might write to the Varrilan throne and request

aid. Anything will help. Otherwise…”
He chuckled. “What makes you think the Varrilan government will trouble

themselves with our affairs?” He sipped at his mulled wine, regarding me with a
mocking smile. “I don’t know how much my daughter told you, but I renounced
all ties with Varrival when I decided to stay in Itrea. The monarch wouldn’t take
kindly to me butting my head in after all these years just to ask for a favor.”

Saniya’s eyes were sparkling with tears. “Father, please.”
He sighed. “I’m not saying I won’t do it, Your Majesty. Just that you’d be a

fool to put your hopes in Varrival.” Lifting his mug again, he waved it in a
gesture of dismissal. “Go on, I’ll send it to you once I’ve finished.”

I expected Saniya to stay behind, but she followed me to the door, cheeks red.
No guards stood outside the Mountain wing, so once we closed the great stone
doors, we were alone.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Saniya said in a small voice. “My father’s not
usually like that. It’s just…” She sniffed. “My mother is sick. I don’t think she
has much longer. She was the whole reason my father came to Baylore, and
when she’s gone…”

“Oh, gods, Saniya.” I grasped her hands, relieved she did not flinch away.
“Why didn’t you say something?”

“My mother doesn’t want to be an inconvenience. She knows you have much
bigger worries than her health.” Saniya stepped away, eyes still glittering with
tears, though none spilled down her cheeks. “I haven’t even told Carrick.”

“You should tell him. He’ll feel awful if he can’t be there for you when it
matters.”

Saniya shook her head. “I just don’t…” She broke off, backing up another
step and fumbling for the doorknob. “I’m sorry. I’ll see you later.”

Then she wrenched open the door to the Mountain wing and slipped inside,
leaving me standing there alone, feeling wretched yet unable to do anything for
her.

On my way back to the Cheltish wing, I tried to think of some way I could
help Saniya. I would send our Drifter healer to visit her mother, of course, but I
assumed a Drifter had already done what they could and declared the illness
fatal. My heart ached for her. From the time I met her, I had suspected she was
very private, rarely discussing her personal worries and dreams; it was for this
reason I had been drawn to her. But to hide such heartache, to box it away so



she could smile and laugh and pretend all was normal…that took unbelievable
strength.

When I reached the Cheltish wing, I brushed past my friends, who were
discussing something in a huddle, and sought our family medic. She was busy
tending to more than twenty injured soldiers in her care, and greeted me with a
brusque, “Your Majesty,” as she rushed by with an armful of bandages and
antiseptic.

“Can I have a word?”
She did not glance my way, but said over her shoulder, “If you wait in my

office, I’ll be there in a moment.”
I did as requested, settling onto a woven reed chair in one corner to wait. As I

sat there, I looked around the office in curiosity, examining countless jarfuls of
unidentifiable dried plants, liquids, salves, and minerals. Though I had been here
before, when I visited Leoth after we reclaimed Baylore Palace, I had paid little
attention to the office itself. I wondered how much of the Drifters’ work was
magic and how much was simple knowledge. There were ordinary healers in
Baylore as well, but their work was not half as effective; was that because they
lacked the magic, or because the Drifters refused to share their more mundane
medical secrets?

While I was frowning at a large jar full of dried moss, wondering if it had
come from the Wandering Woods, another thought crossed my mind.

Once, many spans ago, I had considered asking the Drifters for help in the
war.

I knew their trees could defeat the armies of Whitland. They had done so
before. But when I had last ventured into the Wandering Woods, I had barely
escaped with my life. When Dakolth had spoken up on my behalf, his own
people had spurned him. If I so much as mentioned going to the Drifters for
help, my friends would think me mad. Perhaps I was; desperation and madness
were often hard to untangle.

But the idea would not relent. At least the Drifters were already in Itrea, not a
half-year journey from Baylore. Even if Varrival and Chelt decided to step in
and send aid, it might be too late. They might arrive to find Baylore swarmed
with Whitish soldiers and our armies dead.

The Drifters, on the other hand, could reach Baylore in a matter of quarters.
And no matter how fiercely they denied it, the fate of the Wandering Woods
was tied with the fate of Itrea. Once Whitland had claimed our capital, they
would turn next to the remaining pockets of independence: King’s Port and the
Wandering Woods. I could not see the High King neglecting to exploit such a
rich resource as the woods; somehow, someday, they would devise a way of



harvesting the sentient trees.
If I could only convince the Drifters that their continuing independence

relied on our success against the Whitish…
At the click of the medic’s boots, I wrenched myself from my thoughts.
“What did you want?” she asked perfunctorily.
For a moment, I couldn’t remember why I had come. “I…” Then it came

back to me—Saniya’s mother, suffering in secret, near death. “I have a friend
whose mother is very ill. She’s in a different family, so she might have a
different healer looking after her, but I wondered if you would be willing to take
a look at her. See if there is anything you can do.”

“Ah.” The medic pursed her lips. “Do you refer to Lady Janine, of the
Bastray family?”

“I think so.”
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty. I have in fact visited her, but there is nothing I can

do. It’s a problem with her heart, a defect she was born with. We can’t heal
something that was never whole to begin with, and we can’t grow her a new
heart. I’m sorry.”

I nodded sadly. “I understand. I’m glad you did what you could.”
 

* * *
 
By evening, my cohort of ten soldiers was waiting for orders. I had prepared a
bundle of letters from Saniya’s father, Baridya, Mellicante, and myself. In
addition to the king of Varrival, the governor of King’s Port, and the traders we
were reaching out to in Chelt, I had penned a short letter to Ricardin, the
emissary from King’s Port who had spent half a year in Baylore. I had
previously written to him with a plea for help, but that was spans ago, before we
had reclaimed Baylore and before the Whitish army had reached our gates.
Ricardin had been my dubious ally in the lead-up to the palace vote; I hoped he
would remember that and put in a word to the governor.

I had arranged the best possible protection for my soldiers—each wore
Weaver-reinforced clothing in various shades of brown and tan, which would
help them blend in with the dead crops and endless grasslands on their way
south; all were equipped with a sword, dagger, and bow; and each carried a
helmet painted brown to match their clothing.

The soldiers had reported to me in the Cheltish wing common area, and a
gaggle of curious courtiers had come to investigate.

“Travel north to Ashton so you can cross the Samiread River unnoticed,” I
said, hands clasped behind my back. All ten soldiers stood at attention, spines



straight, arms stiff at their sides. “I suspect the Whitish army is guarding the
bridge at Pelek. Once you acquire horses in Ashton, travel off-road to
Valleywall. From there, take the eastern road down to Coppertown and follow
the Great Southern Road the rest of the way to King’s Port. If you encounter
any Riders along the way, especially those bonded with birds, please tell them
their queen will reward them richly if they come to Baylore.”

I handed one of the soldiers a leather pouch containing our letters. “Guard
this with your lives. The first letter is for Lord Hemrith or any surviving
residents of Valleywall, and the rest should be delivered to the governor of
King’s Port. If you encounter Lord Gabrin or Lady Nyla at any of the
settlements along the way, tell them that while we have successfully reclaimed
Baylore, they would be safer to seek refuge in King’s Port.”

Cal threw me a glance at this, and I gave him a tiny nod.
While the soldier tucked the letter-pouch into her rucksack, I passed around

coin purses laden with dravs and varlins. If my soldiers needed to pay an
extortionate fee for horses or bribe someone in King’s Port to gain an audience
with the governor, so be it. Our wealth did us little good while it remained in
Baylore.

Then, to my surprise, all ten soldiers knelt before me, heads bowed. They
were making a great sacrifice, exposing themselves to attack and fierce weather,
not knowing if they would ever return; I wondered if any had family they were
leaving behind. I laid a hand on a soldier’s shoulder and murmured, “May luck
travel with you.”

As one, they stood and filed out of the Cheltish wing. Tonight they would
leave Baylore, climbing down the wall where it crested a hill at the rear of the
Gilded Quarter, and over the next two spans, they would battle snow and ice
and exhaustion as they traveled the long, dangerous road to King’s Port.

The watching courtiers scattered once the soldiers were gone, and I retreated
to my suite, worn ragged from the day’s trials. It seemed an aeon ago that I had
stood atop the city gates, watching the vast Whitish army march ever closer.

When I reached my bedchamber, I stopped short. My enormous bed had
been shifted into the corner nearest the balcony, leaving behind four large
circles where its legs had flattened the rug beneath. In the opposite corner,
another bed large enough for one had appeared just inside the doorway.

Leoth let himself into my bedchamber without knocking and grinned
mischievously when he saw my expression.

“What is this?” I demanded.
He shrugged, still smiling. “I thought you said you wanted me to join you.”
“I didn’t mean right away! We’re not even married yet. What are people going



to say?”
“They already whisper. Anyway, why do you care? You’re the one with

power; I’m the one they’ll look down on as your lover.”
“And you don’t mind?”
“Not really. Not enough to stay away.” Leoth closed the door with a click, his

expression sobering, and pulled me into his arms. “What’s wrong?”
I stiffened in spite of myself. “Nothing. It’s just been a very long day.” I

didn’t understand what was wrong with me. Maybe it was because I was used to
being alone, to escaping to the solitude of my rooms when I needed to think. As
much as I loved the idea of having Leoth close, I mourned the loss of my
privacy.

But I had chosen this. I would have to get used to it.
Leoth kissed my forehead, and I put my arms around him, trying to let his

presence comfort me rather than set me on edge.
“I can leave, if you want,” he said. “If you’re not ready for this.”
“No!” I said quickly. “I want you to stay.”
I tightened my grip, suddenly craving his warmth, his closeness. Somehow,

the fact that he had asked permission made all the difference. I did want him
here. I wanted to learn to let someone in. I had spent too many years clinging to
my solitude, holding my friends at arm’s length; I had to learn how to trust
again. I had to allow myself the vulnerability of love.

When I kissed him, I tasted wine on his lips, sweet and strong. I wished I had
a glass myself—something to soften the memories of this morning—yet I was
too tired to do anything but sleep.

Unable to find the right words to explain my hesitation to Leoth, I instead
started unbuttoning his coat, drawing him into a deeper kiss. He crushed me
against his chest, one hand gripping my waist, and then he found the laces of my
gown and tugged at them. Leaving our clothes in a heap on the floor, we
crawled beneath the down covers of my bed, goosebumps trailing down my
arms at the chill air. As his hands traced my hips and breasts, I pulled him
closer, hungry for more.

And when at last we finished, we lay there together, cocooned in the warmth
of my bed, for all the world like an ordinary couple. This time Leoth did not
have to sneak away to his own room; for the first time in my life, I would not
sleep alone.

“I want to stay here just a little longer,” Leoth murmured, his voice thick with
sleep. “I’ll leave before it’s dangerous.”

“I don’t want you to leave.”
I burrowed deep into Leoth’s arms, luxuriating in his warmth, in the sensation



of his skin against mine, his muscular arms relaxed. His eyes had already drifted
closed, but when I kissed him, his lips curved into a smile.

“I love you, Kalleah.”
“I love you too.”
Before long, his breathing evened out. I kept my eyes open just to be safe,

staring through darkness at the canopy around my bed, but I was far from sleep.
Snuggling closer still, I trailed my fingers lightly down Leoth’s back, feeling the
web of hard, ridged scars. Some were left over from childhood, when the mark
of his forbidden blood had been cut away, and others were more recent, the
result of torture.

Despite everything I had gone through today, Leoth’s presence was like a
balm. I had never felt safer or more at peace.

Then, when I knew I could risk draining Leoth’s power no longer, I slid from
my bed and retreated to the small, cold bed in the opposite corner of the room.
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A Call to Arms

 
woke to Leoth climbing into the small single bed with me, dressed in only his
underclothes, still warm from sleep. I nestled into his arms, sleepy and
content, wishing I could stay here forever. I did not want to face the army at

the gates, the impossible logistics of holding out against a foe far deadlier and
more experienced than us.

“I’ve made a great first impression, moving in here, haven’t I?” Leoth
murmured. I could hear the smile in his voice. “Here I’ve come, taking over the
royal bed and kicking the queen out. This little bed isn’t nearly fit for royalty.”

I snorted. “We both knew what would happen when you decided to stay just
for a little while. Anyway, this is a far cry better than sleeping in tents on the
freezing ground.”

“True. Maybe I should steal your bed more often. It’s no hardship for you.”
I elbowed him in the stomach. “What are you doing up so early, anyway? It’s

still dark!”
“It’s not that early. It’s nearly eight o’clock.”
I sat up, wriggling free of Leoth’s arms. “Plagues! We were supposed to join

my parents in going around the city. They’re probably looking for us now.”
We raced to get dressed; I was back in my soldier’s uniform, as I hated the

thought of walking through slushy streets in skirts. Mother thought I was more
likely to recruit volunteer soldiers if I spoke to each family individually, making
them feel valued and personally invested in the coming war; though I was not
sure my people were ready to come face-to-face with the queen they had long
reviled, I was willing to try anything.

My parents were waiting in the common area, just outside the doors to my
suite; when Leoth and I emerged together, looking flustered, they gave us very
strange looks.



I tried my hardest not to flush, while Leoth cleared his throat and
straightened his coat.

“Have you eaten breakfast?” Mother asked.
“Um…”
Clicking her tongue at me, she handed us each a pair of millet cakes. “You

can eat on the way. I believe our generals are waiting.”
More ashamed than ever, I slunk after my parents. As soon as their backs

were turned, Leoth grinned at me; I scowled.
 

* * *
 
We spent the rest of the day making our rounds through the city. Along with
our generals and several town council members, we split into eight groups and
visited every residence in Baylore, enquiring about rations and trying to persuade
able-bodied civilians to join our army. My group focused on the blocks nearest
the palace, speaking to residents in the Market District, the Garden District, and
the Gilded Quarter. Everywhere we went, we tried to make it clear that we
would be forced to call a draft if we did not receive enough volunteers; a few
civilians, mostly youths, committed on the spot, but most said they needed time
to think about it.

The farther we ventured through the city, the more my apprehension grew.
Organizing an entire city to defend against attack was a monumental task, not
something we could pull off in a few days. And if the Whitish army chose to
attack as soon as they found a battering ram, our time was running short.

Perhaps they would wait until they managed to build siege ladders. That might
give us another quarter, depending on how readily they found wood…but even
that was nowhere near enough time.

I wondered how my parents and Leoth were received. For my part, I was
greeted with a mixture of suspicion, fear, curiosity, and gratitude. No one was
willing to speak out against me, not now that I had the entire city guard behind
me and the true enemy outside our gates, but in many places I sensed an
undercurrent of dissatisfaction. At least the Makhori we had rescued from King
Olleack’s clutches seemed honored to receive a visit from their queen, and many
volunteered for the army, including several who were too young or too old to
wield a sword.

To my relief, many families had a surprisingly large stockpile of rations,
especially those in the Garden District. Our palace rations would stretch much
farther if we only needed to supply a portion of the city for the first few spans.
Oddly enough, the wealthier households in the Gilded Quarter had almost no



rations set aside. I wondered if they were lying, or if they simply purchased
ingredients fresh each morning rather than storing large quantities of dried
goods.

It seemed the Garden District had escaped most of the recent hardships. No
beggars wandered the streets of this part of town, and I could see no evidence
of rioting. Here the Market District gave way to less-dense housing, often with
small gardens in front of each house. The buildings grew shorter and wider as
they moved farther from the heart of the Market District, and close to the
northern city wall, many were one-story dwellings with a garden all around.
Most of Baylore’s schools were situated in the Garden District, and its residents
consisted of teachers, government officials, judges, medics, gardeners, nannies,
street-cleaners, city guards, and any employees that did not live above the shops
in the Market District.

I had never ventured into this part of town before, and I studied the gardens
before each house with great interest. Most were ornamental, with skeletal trees
and bare shrubs and empty flower-patches, but a few looked as though they had
been planted out with vegetables.

“Could we start growing more food to supplement the city’s rations?” I asked
Dellik, who was part of my group.

“Of course,” she said. “We’d need to choose frost-tolerant crops that would
ripen within the next three to four spans, though, and hope the right seeds are
somewhere in the city.”

I wandered ahead of the generals and council members, thinking hard. The
bounty of these small garden plots would hardly feed our entire city, but if it
stretched our rations a bit farther, it would allow more time for help to come.
And no matter what way we looked at it, in the end we were counting on
another nation to save us. A nation that had no vested interests in Baylore’s
survival and stood to lose a great deal if they stepped in.

We should have fled while we still had the chance.
 

* * *
 
By the end of the day, I was feeling cautiously optimistic. My people seemed
ready to accept my rule at long last, and a surprising number said they would
think about joining our army. I had collected nearly fifty names of those who
had already volunteered, but I had hundreds more who were likely to come
forward.

My optimism fled when I found my parents in my study, bent over a map and
conversing in low voices, both grim-faced. My father had approached the less



central residences in the Gilded Quarter, and my mother had visited a large
portion of the Garden District.

“What is it?” I asked without preamble.
My father straightened. “I hope you have had more luck recruiting soldiers.

Barely ten volunteered in the entire Gilded Quarter, and many laughed in my
face!”

“Oh.” All sense of accomplishment fled, and I slunk to my chair. My father
had been well-loved in his day; I couldn’t believe his former subjects had treated
him so poorly. “What about you, Mother?”

She shook her head. “No one seemed prepared to listen to me. I returned
early—I thought the generals might have more success without me.”

“But—”
“They never liked me much, Kalleah. I was the queen who bore a child with

forbidden blood and abandoned her husband to raise the child in secret. They
think I’m an adulterer, and more than that, a grasping, self-serving nobody who
has corrupted the monarchy.” My mother said this blandly, her face blank. “I
am not a useful playing piece, except as an ornament by your father’s side.”

“But Mother, that’s—”
“I’m not seeking sympathy,” she said sharply. “I merely want you to

understand. Everything they say about you, they say about me as well. If you
want to create a strong image for yourself, I would suggest leaving me out of it.”

I put my elbows on the desk and rested my chin in my hands. “I hope Leoth
has had better luck.”

Mother narrowed her eyes at me. “Speaking of Prince Leoth…I am aware you
two are carrying on an affair, but you ought to practice more discretion. A
handful of people saw you emerge from the royal suite together this morning,
and in the time we’ve been away, I would imagine the rumors have spread
throughout the palace. You need to be careful. Any hint of scandal could undo
everything you have worked for.”

I tried to meet her eyes without flushing. “I’m going to marry Leoth,
Mother.”

Shock flickered across my parents’ faces; then both smoothed their
expressions.

“I see,” Mother said. “Then you would be wise to hold the wedding as soon
as possible, before the gossip spreads beyond our walls. You are holding the
loyalty of your people in a very delicate balance, and even something as
seemingly insignificant as an affair could turn public opinion against you. Your
people need to see a strong, committed, focused leader in times of war, not
someone who spends her time dallying with lovers. And you have the future of



Baylore to think of as well. If you were to bear a child…”
This time I could not meet my mother’s eyes.
Then, with impeccably bad timing, Leoth strode through the study doors. All

three of us turned to look at him, and he stopped, looking taken aback at the
intensity of our stares.

“I haven’t interrupted anything, have I?” he asked, eyes flickering sheepishly
to me.

“No,” Mother said briskly. “In fact, you’ve come just in time. Would you
please close the door?”

Looking wary, Leoth shut the door behind him and settled onto the
unoccupied chair opposite my desk. He gave me a questioning glance, eyebrows
raised, and I grimaced at him. My parents were still standing, the map spread
before them, and in the face of their authority, I felt as though we were children
waiting for a scolding.

“It has come to my attention—and the attention of half the palace—that you
two are carrying on an affair,” Mother said imperiously.

Leoth’s face went bright red.
“Kalleah has said you intend to marry. If this is the case, we will schedule a

private wedding for two days hence.”
“Mother!”
Leoth choked.
“Or were you simply saying that to appease me?”
“No, it’s not that, it’s just—”
Leoth’s eyes met mine again, his expression cornered. It was one thing to

discuss marriage in the privacy of our bedchamber, quite another to be
confronted by my parents and accused of endangering the stability of the
kingdom with our affair.

Clearing his throat, Leoth said, “I’m willing, if Kalleah is.”
Though I still felt panicked, I knew this was necessary. The sooner we wed,

the less suspicion would be directed at our child. “Two days from now?” I said
weakly. It seemed much too soon.

But Mother nodded. “According to Baltheor, that might be all the time we
have before the Whitish army attacks.”

She was right. “Fine. We’ll do it.”
“Excellent. Leave the arrangements up to me. And in the meantime, if you

want to study this…” Mother gestured to the map spread across my desk. “We’ll
see you at dinner.”

Taking my father’s elbow, she swept from the room.
Once Leoth and I were alone, he groaned and put his head on his arms.



“That was bloody embarrassing.”
“I know. You can’t complain, though. It was you who wanted to move into

my room.”
“Yes, but I didn’t realize your mother would confront us about it quite so

directly.”
I laughed shortly. “I should have expected that. My mother isn’t one for

subtlety when it comes to telling me off.”
Leoth laughed as well, and when he raised his head, some of the color had

subsided from his face. “You don’t regret this, do you?”
“No, of course not!” I reached across the desk and squeezed his hands.

“Now, do you have any idea what this map is for?” To me, it looked like an
ordinary map of Baylore.

“I think it’s meant for planning our internal defenses.” Leoth pointed at
something scratched onto Market Street near the main gates. “They were
probably trying to figure out the easiest places to build walls and blockades in
case the main gate is breached.” He paused. “Listen, do you want to host our
friends for drinks this evening? Then we can break the news of our wedding
directly, instead of letting them hear second-hand.”

“This hardly seems the time for it.”
“Better now than three spans from now, when we’re starving to death.”

Leoth smiled grimly. “This is the final calm before the true fight begins. We
might as well make the most of it.”

I sighed. “I suppose. If you make the arrangements.” What I wanted more
than anything, after a long day of walking around Baylore in icy weather, was to
draw up a bath and soak for several hours before retiring early. But Leoth was
right; if our closest friends heard of our wedding from another source, they
would be hurt. We had to make the effort.

 
* * *

 
While Leoth threw himself into preparing tonight’s party, I pored over the map
and the lists of figures my parents had left behind. Despite his quick fall from
power when he took the throne, Leoth was evidently still popular among the
citizens of Baylore; he had recruited far more volunteers than the rest of us put
together, nearly six hundred in all. He had made his rounds through the Market
District, which was evidenced by the substantial rations reported by residents.
The Weavers’ Guild in particular was well-equipped; they appeared to have
escaped most hardships up until the time when King Olleack began rounding up
Makhori.



Several smithies had also revealed stockpiles of steel, enough to arm several
thousand additional soldiers, and the owners were willing to dedicate their
workshops exclusively to weaponry.

I totaled the numbers on a separate piece of parchment: nine hundred
volunteer soldiers; nearly two thousand others who would decide later whether
they were willing to fight; enough stockpiled in private stores to feed the entire
population of Baylore for approximately half a span, or twenty days; and
materials to arm several thousand, provided we did not use it for armor.

It was impressive, but it was also far short of what we would need. Our
military was our greatest weakness; I feared we would not be able to hold the
Whitish army back from our walls. I doubted we would last long enough for our
rations to run dry.

When Leoth came to fetch me at last, I was relieved for the excuse to leave
the depressing figures behind.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “I thought you would have gotten dressed by
now.”

I looked down at my military uniform. “Oh. Sorry. It’s just—I think we’ll
have to call a draft. I know it’s going to turn people against me again, but I don’t
know how else we can raise an army large enough.”

“That’s very dangerous. We might have another uprising on our hands.”
I grimaced. “What choice do I have?”
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The Name-Choosing Ceremony

 
hile Deance helped dress me in a gown of forest green and gold, the
implications of a draft kept playing through my mind. Would it lose us
everything we had gained? Would the city turn on us, thinking me a tyrant?

Surely most people would see the draft for what it was—a necessary step to
keep our city safe—but I had to come up with a way to placate those who might
protest.

“You’re being quite mysterious,” Deance commented as she pulled my hair
into an intricate swirl behind my head. I realized she was studying my expression
in the mirror, and hastily smoothed the lines of worry from my face. “What’s
the occasion?”

“How do you think the city would react if I forced a draft?”
Deance laughed. “Do you mean to say you’re dressing up and inviting us to

some mysterious gathering just to discuss politics?”
I had to smile. “No. That’s a secret. But what do you think about a draft?”
“People have seen the army at our gates. There will be the odd dissenters who

might try to stir up trouble—bastards like my father—but on the whole, I think
public opinion has turned. As long as you aren’t too heavy-handed with your
recruitment, I doubt you would see widespread protests.”

“Good,” I murmured. Deance’s words were reassuring, though her
perspective was limited, as she had very little experience with the less wealthy
population of Baylore. Yet she had given me an idea—I would ask my other
friends at the gathering what they thought about the draft before I brought it up
with my parents and the generals. Among other things, it would distract from
the embarrassment of revealing Leoth and I had been carrying on an affair for
spans behind our friends’ backs. I could think of no easy way to bring that up.

“I’m finished,” Deance said, setting aside the box of pins.



I gave my reflection a cursory glance in the mirror—I had grown so
accustomed to wearing a simple braid that the shape of my face looked
unfamiliar with my hair pinned back—before standing, butterflies unexpectedly
flitting about in my stomach. I let a hand brush against my waist, which betrayed
no sign of the child that might or might not be growing within.

Then I led Deance from the royal suite to join Leoth, who waited in the
common area.

“Don’t you look beautiful,” Leoth said, his eyes full of warmth as he smiled at
me.

I felt myself flush. If Deance had not guessed there was anything between us
before this, she would now.

Taking my arm and Deance’s, Leoth escorted us both down to the historic
wing. I had expected a small gathering in our own Cheltish sitting-room, but if I
was correct, Leoth was leading the way to the same room where he used to host
evenings of games before I took the throne.

“Who have you invited?” I asked warily.
Leoth laughed. “Don’t worry. I’ve kept it to the people you can tolerate.”
Only somewhat reassured, I hung back when we reached the sitting room,

allowing Leoth to lead the way. He looked particularly handsome in a white
poet’s shirt and black trousers—roguish and charming—and I felt an
unwelcome twinge of jealousy remembering the many women he had played at
courting in the spans leading up to my coronation.

Bracing myself, I followed Leoth into the cozy room. Then I relaxed.
It was a small gathering only, made up almost exclusively of my close friends

—Mellicante, Baridya, Cal, Viko, Deance, Saniya, and Carrick. Vyrna, the
journalist who had helped me win support in Baylore, sat perched on a
cushioned stool; she gave me a nervous smile when she caught my eye. Her
gown was evidently borrowed, as it was far finer than anything she could have
bought on a printer’s wage, and the fabric hung a little loose on her petite frame.
I also recognized a young man from Leoth’s former gatherings, round-cheeked
and winsome, his dark curls falling into his eyes; I thought his name was
Madden. I had seen no sign of him since our return to Baylore, and wondered if
Leoth had extracted him from the storage rooms beneath the palace while the
rest of Olleack’s court remained in captivity.

“I have a feeling something is afoot,” Baridya said, her eyes sparkling as she
rose to greet us. “You don’t usually do things like this unless you have a good
reason.”

I clasped her hand in both of my own. “You know me too well.”
As I continued forward, Carrick rose and bowed deeply. He had been sharing



a divan with Saniya, who hadn’t entirely managed to cover the deep bruise on
her cheek with face paint. I wondered if they intended to wed as well—Carrick
had been courting Saniya since before my coronation.

“Your Majesty,” Carrick said in his steady voice.
“I haven’t seen you around much lately. Have you been keeping busy?”
Carrick dropped his eyes. “I’ve been helping the blacksmiths, Your Majesty,”

he mumbled.
“And I’ve been training with a sword,” I said. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of!

No craft or skill is beneath us while our capital is under threat.”
Carrick bowed again, still looking uncomfortable.
“Oh, don’t be like that,” Saniya hissed. “It’s just Kalleah.” She rose and

squeezed Carrick’s hand, looking resplendent in a gown of red and black, its
skirts slashed to reveal many layers of fine fabric. Her frizzy black hair was
braided to the back of her head before billowing out behind, forming a crown-
like effect. She looked far more regal than I.

I embraced her gently and whispered, “How is your mother?”
“The same as always,” she said with a tight smile.
“Do we have refreshments?” Leoth asked from behind me.
“We brought them,” Mellicante said. “Late-harvest wine and the finest

chocolates we could salvage from the kitchens.”
“Are they counting chocolate among our rations now?” Leoth said. “What a

disgrace. I think we ought to eat it all now, just in case someone thinks they
should distribute it around the city.”

“It might give our soldiers extra energy in battle,” Baridya said. “Maybe that’s
how we can convince more people to enlist.”

“Great,” Leoth said. “You’ve just solved all our problems in one go.”
Baridya giggled.
While Mellicante made the rounds pouring wine, I sidled over to Madden and

said, “Where have you been since we returned to Baylore?”
He blushed. “Erm…”
Leoth had overheard. “Surely you must’ve guessed.”
“That you somehow got him out of the cellars without anyone noticing?”
Leoth shrugged. “I was under the impression we planned to release the rest of

the Vellmont family regardless. I merely hastened the process.”
Madden gave me a shifty grin.
“Besides, he didn’t support my father by choice. It was his family who pushed

him into joining the false court.”
“Well, it’s good to have you here,” I said to Madden. I had always liked him

best of Leoth’s friends.



“Okay, okay, let’s get to the point,” Mellicante said, pushing her way into our
tight circle. She pressed a glass into my hand and filled it to the brim. “What the
bloody Varse are we doing here?”

The butterflies surged in my stomach, and I blurted out, “What do you think
would happen if I called a draft?”

Leoth burst out laughing. When he recovered, he said, “Really?”
I gulped down half of my wine, the syrupy sweetness coating my throat. My

face was burning. “I wanted to know what they thought before I brought it up
with the generals. Will it turn the city against me again?”

“No, probably not,” Mellicante said, a wry smile spreading across her face.
“But I’m sure you didn’t ask us to dress up just to debate army recruitment
strategies.”

The room had gone quiet; everyone was watching us now.
Leoth cleared his throat and put an arm around my waist, pulling me close to

his side. His expression was caught somewhere between casual arrogance and
deep embarrassment—he was trying to hide his nerves and failing spectacularly.
For some reason, his obvious discomfiture helped calm the butterflies in my
stomach.

“We have an announcement to make. Kalleah and I, I mean,” Leoth said.
“We wanted to tell you in person, before you heard the gossip.”

Baridya’s eyes widened, a smile touching her lips, and Mellicante raised her
eyebrows.

“We’re getting married. Two days from now.”
“What?” Mellicante demanded. “How can you spring that on us like that?

Some of us didn’t even know you were courting, and now…”
Leoth shifted, his face reddening. “Ah. Well. It’s just—”
“Does this have to do with the fact that practically everyone saw you come

out of Kalleah’s suite together yesterday?” Baridya asked teasingly.
I could feel my face reddening as well, and I ducked my chin. “Um…yes. My

parents sort of forced the matter. We were planning to get married anyway, but
not right away. Definitely not two days from now.”

I glanced at Leoth, who pulled me closer to his side.
“I think it’s wonderful,” Saniya said. For some reason she looked flustered as

well. “I mean…when else will we have a chance to celebrate a wedding now that
Baylore’s under siege? Carrick and I had planned to get married, but now…”

“Oh!” An idea had just occurred to me, something that would lessen the
scrutiny Leoth and I would receive at our wedding. “Did you want to hold your
wedding at the same time as ours? I know it’s very soon, but it might be the last
opportunity we have to make a proper event of it.”



Saniya and Carrick looked at each other, both a little red in the cheeks. When
Carrick shrugged, a small smile ruining his stoic expression, Saniya nodded.

“We ought to take this chance while we still have it. After all, we might not
live to see the end of this siege.”

“That would be wonderful,” I said.
“You know what you should do?” Baridya said with a sly grin. “You should

hold an open wedding and invite any other couples from the palace who want to
wed to join your ceremony. I wouldn’t be surprised if quite a few take you up on
the offer, what with the Whitish army at our gates.”

From her expression, I couldn’t tell if she was jesting, but I immediately liked
the idea of crowding as many couples as possible into the ceremony. Anything
to draw attention away from me and Leoth. “I think it’s a good idea.”

“I do too,” Leoth said. “We’ll put the announcement out tomorrow.”
I smiled to myself at the uproar that would cause—not only would residents

of Baylore Palace be expected to attend a royal wedding at very short notice,
they would also have the chance to seal their futures with less than a day’s
preparation.

“Is this supposed to be your name-choosing ceremony, then?” Deance asked.
“Are your parents coming later?”

“What’s that?” I had never been invited to a wedding in Ambervale, and knew
very little of the traditions.

“It’s when we try to prove to each other which side of the family brings the
most to the union, so their surname is carried on.” Leoth grinned. “It’s just a
tradition—obviously everyone chooses the royal family’s surname here.”

I had wondered about that; when I first met my distant relatives, I had
noticed almost all of them used Reycoran as a surname, which seemed unusual
given the number of degrees separating us. Leoth and I were both Reycorans, of
course, though we shared no blood in common; both of our fathers would have
taken the name of their supposed father, who had been king at the time, as a
way to hide their illegitimate blood.

“Anyway, we’re not doing anything official here,” Leoth said. “We just
wanted an excuse to spend time with all of you and tell you the news in person.
It’s going to be a very simple wedding, what with the short notice and the siege
and everything.”

“At least, I hope it will be,” I said. “I gave my parents control of the
proceedings. I’m not sure if that was a smart idea.”

Several of our friends chuckled.
As we settled into the chairs around the comfortable sitting-room, talk filled

the space, easy and punctuated with laughter. The difference between this



gathering and the ones I had attended when I first arrived in Baylore couldn’t be
more pronounced—rather than fake, posturing nobles fawning over Leoth, we
all felt like equals here. I did notice that Vyrna looked a bit out-of-place, but
before I had a chance to join her, Deance pulled her into conversation with
Madden.

“Is there anything else I should know about our wedding?” I asked Leoth
when we found ourselves momentarily alone. “Embarrassing things I’ll be
subject to, or traditions I need to learn? I’ve never been to a wedding before,
and I’m sure the ceremonies in Ambervale are much different from the ones
here.”

He sipped his wine, eyes sparkling with humor. “Wouldn’t it be more fun if
you didn’t find out until the day?”

“No. Definitely not.”
“Well, there’s a tradition of stripping the bride to her underclothes and

making her run barefoot to the city gates while everyone throws tomatoes—”
“Leoth! I’m not that gullible.”
He grinned. “Fine. You don’t have to strip down. You just need to learn the

marriage song and perform it before an audience of hundreds.”
I elbowed him. “Leoth!”
Saniya had overheard. “There’s no such thing as a marriage song. It’s all very

straightforward, really.”
“You’re too nice!” Leoth said. Saniya and I smiled at him, and he sighed.

“Fine. I can’t get away with anything now that you’re listening in, can I?”
“No,” I said.
“Right. So we’ll start by walking from the palace to the cathedral, arm-in-arm,

the other couples behind us. The ceremonial stones will be laid out, and we need
to step from one to the next so the charms for good fortune will be passed on
to us.”

“We had wedding stones in Ambervale,” I said. “I never saw a ceremony, but 
everyone knew it was bad luck to step on them if you weren’t married.”  

“It’s true,” Leoth said. “And the scholar will talk us through the rest of the
ceremony, so we don’t need to worry about that part. I’m not sure how it will
work with more than one couple.”

“It will be good to have company,” I told Saniya, squeezing her arm. “I’m
nervous, if you can believe it. You would have thought I’d be used to standing
in front of an audience by now, wouldn’t you?”

“I’m a bit nervous too,” Leoth said with a lopsided smile that melted my 
heart.  

We spent the next several hours eating and drinking our way through all the



sweets and wine we had cobbled together. Leoth brought out a few games, just
for the sake of nostalgia, and our talk stayed on lighter subjects rather than
straying to war.

When I found myself sitting beside Viko while Leoth dealt out a new round
of cards—I had to keep trading seats to keep from exposing anyone to too
much of my power—I whispered, “And how are you? Leoth and I didn’t
frighten you too much with—with The Master, I mean.” He had been there
through the whole failed interrogation, silent and watchful, and I had only
realized later that he might have been as disturbed by it as I was.

Viko smiled tightly. “He deserved it.”
“So I haven’t frightened you too much? You’re not convinced I’m a

monster?” If Baridya had seen me down there, I wasn’t sure she would ever be
able to face me again.

“I have plenty of experience with monsters, Your Majesty, and you’re far
from one.”

I threw Viko a grateful look, though I caught a hint of darkness behind his
smile. What memories had I dredged up?

But I had no chance to speak with him further, because the game had begun.
Viko remained jumpy and distracted throughout the round, his eyes scanning
the room as though searching for an escape.

Then, just as Leoth claimed the win for the third time, Viko leapt to his feet.
“Is that—”
Not finishing his sentence, he dashed off toward the door, the tail of his

finely tailored coat flapping as he disappeared around the corner.
“What have you done now?” Mellicante asked me drily. “Have you scared

him off?”
“I hope not.”
Leoth made his way around the room, refilling our goblets, and finally took

the seat Viko had vacated by my side. “See? This hasn’t been so bad, has it?” he
asked, touching his goblet to mine.

“You were dreading it as much as I was.”
“True.”
“Are you going to let the rest of us win at some point?”
Leoth laughed. “That would be too easy!”
We started another round, but Leoth had hardly finished dealing when Viko

reappeared, a bright green snake with a distinctive diamond pattern wrapped
around one hand.

Baridya let out a shriek. At the sound, the Snake-Blood uncoiled and slithered
up the sleeve of Viko’s coat so fast it became a blur.



Mellicante’s face was alight with wonder. “You found her!”
“She nearly got away,” Viko said. “But I think she was looking for you. I saw

her in the corner of the room, but she slithered away as soon as she realized I
had noticed her.”

“Oh!” Baridya said, hand over her mouth. She and Mellicante hurried over to
Viko’s side, watching the bulge in his sleeve as it moved up his arm. Eventually
the Snake-Blood poked her head out of the neck of his coat, tongue flickering
out as she tasted the air.

“Ilola,” Baridya crooned. “It’s us. Do you recognize us?”
The tiny green head wove back and forth, eyes fixed on her.
“She remembers,” Mellicante said. “I’m sure of it.”
“We love you, Ilola,” Baridya whispered. She gripped Mellicante’s hand. “I’ll

take this as a good omen.”
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The Wedding of Multitudes

 
he day before our wedding, I woke with a throbbing headache after the
previous night’s indulgences. Though he did not complain, Leoth looked
haggard as well.

I spent a chaotic day trying my hardest to continue our preparations for siege
while being pulled every which way by wedding arrangements. I had to attend
three separate fittings while a pair of seamstresses adjusted Mother’s old
wedding gown, and a variety of palace staff and courtiers kept approaching to
ask whether I had any preference for music, if I wanted to distribute the
traditional fortune’s braids or something finer, and whether the other couples
joining our ceremony could invite guests from outside the palace. I tried to
answer as best I could without having any real idea what I was agreeing to.

On the third fitting, Mother asked lightly, “Are you sure you want to go
through with this?” Her lady-in-waiting, Lyla, was measuring the waist of the
gown for what felt like the twentieth time. “I thought you hated Leoth. Has he
forced you into this in any way?”

I sighed. “No, of course not.” There was no way to explain what had changed
without betraying Leoth’s secret. “We were away from Baylore for a long time,
Mother. A lot can happen in a year.”

“I know. I just wanted to be sure.” Mother kissed my forehead. “Don’t you
look stunning.”

I glanced down at the gown, which was the traditional wedding color of pale
green, symbolizing new beginnings. Silver tracery followed the neck, and a silver
underskirt peeked from beneath the flounces of the outer skirt.

“You look like your mother,” Lyla said, her eyes glistening.
When I left Mother and Lyla still fussing over the gown, I overheard raised

voices coming from the downstairs hallway on my way to the queen’s study. I



approached, and then froze as I recognized Leoth’s voice.
“…think you can step right back in as if nothing happened?”
The voice that replied was haughty and confident. “You think too much of

yourself. Do you think that girl would ever have noticed you if not for us?”
My breath caught in my throat. That was Nashella, Leoth’s mother. What was

she doing in the Cheltish wing? I crept closer still.
“You were as bad as Father. Cruel, manipulative, and power-hungry.”
“Leoth! How could you say something like that? I was a victim as much as

you were, dragged about by my husband’s scheming and lust for power.”
“You were the one who always reminded me how worthless I was,” Leoth

said flatly. “You taught me that my life meant nothing unless I devoted myself
to destroying abominations like myself.”

“It was true. I did it to protect you, darling. If you had gotten too high an
opinion of yourself and let your secret slip, it would have been the end of our
family. You would have met your end with a dagger in the back or a pinch of
poison in your tea, and the entire Reycoran line would have been disgraced.”

“Kalleah’s parents didn’t think so.”
Nashella laughed coldly. “You think they wouldn’t have hidden her power if

they’d had a chance? If not for that nursemaid’s death, they could have gotten
away with it easily enough. If they had the choice, her parents would have done
just as we did.”

“It’s not just that,” Leoth said. “You weren’t just trying to protect me. You
traveled to Whitland while I was a child and told the High King everything he
needed to know to infiltrate Baylore. It was you who started this whole war, not
my father and not High King Warrow.”

Nashella was momentarily silent. Then she said in a sneering voice, “What
gave you that idea? Your mind has clearly been addled by that treacherous girl.”

“I have evidence of your involvement,” Leoth spat. “But I’ll speak to you
about that later. Right now, all you need to know is that I’m not having you
anywhere near my wedding. You are no mother of mine.”

I heard his boots clomping across the floor, but I didn’t have time to hurry
away before he saw me. Instead I stood frozen, and I caught a fleeting glance of
Nashella’s indignant face before Leoth slammed the door behind him.

He stopped short when he saw me.
“Sorry,” I said hurriedly. “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I just heard raised

voices…”
Leoth ran a hand through his hair, breathing hard. “No. It’s fine. I—”
“Don’t listen to anything she says.” I took Leoth’s arm and guided him to the

queen’s study, where we sank into chairs on either side of the great desk. “She’ll



twist anything to suit her. What is she doing up here, anyway?”
Leoth slumped back in his chair. “I brought her up under guard, thinking I

could win her trust and trick her into telling me whether she really has been
involved in this invasion from the start. But now I’ve gone and lost my temper
with her, and she knows I suspect her.” He sighed. “She was trying to persuade
me to give her a role at the wedding. Saying I would look like a cold-hearted,
power-hungry bastard if I excluded her.”

“She’s just trying to manipulate you.”
“As usual.”
I reached across the desk, over the mountain of maps and other documents,

and squeezed Leoth’s hand. “You don’t need her any longer. From now on, I’ll
be your family.”

 
* * *

 
On the morning of the ceremony, I sat fidgeting on a chair in my private sitting-
room while Mother and Lyla fussed over my hair, makeup, and gown. When at
last I was released to join Leoth, I was nearly ready to call the whole thing off.
Then I saw Leoth, who looked more handsome than ever in a white poet’s shirt
belted at the waist, his trousers a tan deerskin with dark green lines down the
sides. His eyes sparkled when he saw me, and I couldn’t resist hastening to his
side to give him a kiss, even though Mother hissed that I would ruin my lip
paint.

“Are you excited?” Leoth whispered huskily.
“I am now.”
We took our places by the entrance to the Cheltish wing, arm in arm, and my

parents fell into line behind us. Gradually the rest of the royalty and courtiers
from the Reycoran family emerged from their rooms to join us; last of all came
Mellicante and Baridya.

When I saw them, I gasped. Baridya was attired in a pale green gown similar
to mine, though with fewer silver embellishments, while Mellicante wore a white
shirt and tan leggings like Leoth’s.

“We thought we would take advantage of your open wedding,” Baridya said,
blushing furiously.

I embraced them both. “This is fantastic! I had no idea you were planning to
wed.”

“Neither did we,” Mellicante said drily, “until you mentioned it two days
ago.”

Leoth chuckled, and Baridya blushed redder still. I had a feeling I knew who



had suggested it.
“I’m so glad to have you up here with us,” I told them. “I suppose you get

precedence over my parents?”
My parents stepped graciously back to allow Mellicante and Baridya to take

their places behind us.
“Is anyone else here planning to wed today?” Mother asked over the heads of

those gathered.
Our various relatives shook their heads.
As we began our stately procession through the palace, from the Cheltish

wing to the front gates, others filed from the four royal wings we passed, joining
the tail end of the column. Saniya and Carrick slipped into the front of the line
ahead of Mellicante and Baridya, and nearly ten other couples wearing green
joined us as well, including a few pairs of soldiers, Makhori, and palace staff.
Their presence heartened me.

When the palace doors swung open, the sound of cheering and jumbled
instruments flooded the hall. I descended the main steps into the crowd of
waiting townspeople, all dressed in what looked like their best clothes, many
playing tambourines or hand-drums or pipes in celebration.

I froze momentarily just before we reached the crowd. Though I knew
rationally that these people now supported me, this square held many bad
memories. I could hardly keep track of the number of times I had been attacked
here by a seething mob, and the excitement in these people’s faces was just a
hair’s breadth from anger.

“You okay?” Leoth asked softly.
“Yes.” I forced myself to keep walking, glad when palace guards formed a

wall around us to part the crowd.
As Baylore Palace and Baylore Cathedral shared a wall, the walk between the

two was short, for which I was grateful. I had set foot in the cathedral just once,
when I had made a dash up the bell tower to summon my hidden army, and the
vast scale of the place had not registered. Now, as Leoth and I stepped through
the doorway, I allowed his arm to steady me while I gazed around in wonder.
The floor was shaped like a diamond, the ceiling high and vaulted—almost
impossibly so. I wondered if any magic had gone into strengthening the
structure. Tall, narrow windows near the roof let in the intermittent sunshine,
and carvings adorned every section of the stone walls that were not hidden
behind towering bookshelves.

“Step on the stones,” Leoth whispered, and I caught myself seconds before I
tripped over the first stone in our path. The wedding stones were narrow and
rectangular, some carved in neat, sharp angles, others eroded to more natural



shapes. They led the way from the door up to a dais near the northernmost
point of the diamond, each wide enough for us to step on side by side. Each
stone was cut from a different material—shiny black volcanic rock from the
Kinship Thrones, dull granite, polished white marble, and sandstone patterned
with pink and red swirls.

By paying attention to each stone we crossed, I was able to forget the crowd
filing in behind me, the moths flitting about in my stomach. Their whispers
echoed through the vast space like gentle waves lapping the stones of
Larkhaven’s beach.

At last we reached the dais, where a man in scholar’s robes waited at a
polished wood desk, two great tomes open before him. The dais was not large
enough to fit every couple who had come to wed, so Leoth and I stepped up to
stand before the scholar while the others waited on the stones leading up to the
fore.

Leoth and I turned to face one another, holding hands, while the last of our
audience filed into the cathedral. My guards held back the townspeople, and at
last the great doors swung closed.

“Thank you for joining us today,” the scholar began in booming tones. His
hair was balding, his grey robes belted at the waist with a red sash. “It is not
often that we have the chance to celebrate the union of the reigning monarch.
By holding your wedding at Baylore Cathedral today, you are continuing a grand
tradition that has carried on for centuries.

“Baylore Cathedral is the world’s first secular cathedral. Our founders
commissioned it to assert their independence and to glorify the principles upon
which this city was built. Knowledge and learning over superstition. Equality
between royalty and commoners, Makhori and non-magic peoples. Peace,
prosperity, and independence for all.

“Every resident of Baylore is wed here, in this place of hallowed scholarship.
Kings and queens stand equal to merchants and innkeepers beneath this roof.
And to continue this tradition now, while the very foundation of our city is
under attack, represents a deeply symbolic pledge to uphold our values and
stand firm for Baylore.”

His words filled me with reverence. I was sure weddings in Ambervale were
not conducted in a similar manner; here, standing beneath the great arched
ceiling, I felt the weight of our city’s past and the profound significance of what
my ancestors had accomplished here.

“When you entered the cathedral, you followed the path of good fortune up
to this dais, where your futures will be tied together. The stepping stones
represent the many years of your life you will share, and beneath them are



written charms for prosperity, health, and fortune in the ancient Makhori
tongue.

“We begin our ceremony by combining your family trees.” The scholar
opened the two tomes before him and turned them to face us. The pages before
me showed familiar names: Kalleah Reycoran, with a thin line leading to an
empty box on its right, and above it, Baltheor Reycoran and Ammeline Aldsvell.
The boxes atop these held the names of my grandparents. But linked with my
father’s mother, I saw an unfamiliar name: Zakkaro Sorgilt. It was a common
surname, not a royal one.

Leoth met my eyes with shock. Our grandfather had been unable to bear
children of his own, so he had arranged secret liaisons for both of his wives to
provide heirs for his line. I had thought the names of our true grandfathers lost
to time, kept hidden to protect the legitimacy of the Reycoran line, yet here
mine was, in the last place I had expected to find it.

“When you pass the record of your family line to your partner, you are
signifying your desire to share forevermore your blood and line.”

I jumped at the scholar’s voice; in my surprise, I had forgotten why we were
here. Before I handed the great tome to Leoth, I looked one last time at
Zakkaro Sorgilt’s name, scrawled in a blocky, businesslike hand.

Then we traded family trees, and the scholar handed us each a gilded
ceremonial quill and a jar of ink.

“Please write the names you were given at birth. When the marriage
ceremony is concluded, one of our scholars will copy your names into a new
family tree, which is the record your own children will pass along when their
time comes to wed.”

I had to restrain myself from laying a hand on my stomach; I wondered if our
child would marry in this same cathedral someday, or if ours was the last great
celebration of Baylore’s legacy before the city crumbled.

Dipping my quill in the ink, I bent over the desk to add my name to Leoth’s
family tree. As soon as we finished, two other scholars carried away the tomes,
still open to allow the ink to dry. From the crowd of onlookers, my parents rose
to join us. This was where Nashella should have taken part, and I wondered if
any part of Leoth regretted her absence.

When my parents reached the dais, I glimpsed a chestnut cradled in each
one’s hands. My father handed his chestnut to me, still warm from the fire,
before stepping back.

“Please open the chestnuts,” the scholar said. While Leoth and I cracked away
the brittle shells, he continued, “These represent food, warmth, shelter, and
prosperity. When you remove the shells and feed the chestnuts to one another,



you symbolize your commitment to providing one another with the necessities
of life.”

Leaving the shards of chestnut shell on the desk, Leoth and I each placed our
whole chestnuts in the other’s mouth. I waited to see if Leoth chewed his before
doing the same. The soft flesh crumbled on my tongue, the warmth settling in
my stomach like a coal.

“Marriage is a solemn vow to share in whatever comes your way. Whether
you face war, famine, plague, or poverty, you will face it together. Your joining
today is a joining of families and of futures. May your lives together be guided
by generosity, kindness, fairness, love, respect, and commitment. And may your
union uphold the spirit of Baylore.”

Leoth pulled me closer and kissed me fiercely, and a cheer rose up from the
audience. I turned, dazed, to smile at them, and then Leoth led me down the
steps from the dais to a pair of empty seats at the front of the cathedral. When I
sat, I saw Saniya and Baridya beaming at me.

While the scholar walked Saniya and Carrick through the same ritual, I sat
hand in hand with Leoth, brimming with the sort of joy I had thought was
reserved for others. The light glinting through the high cathedral windows filled
the space with an ethereal light, and from outside, the distant strains of music
threaded through the scholar’s deep voice.

Halfway through the ritual, I noticed that my father, who sat on my left, was
staring intently at someone who sat at the end of the bench behind us.
Following his gaze, I blinked as I recognized the same man from the slums who
had brought Ilola to us. He no longer looked like a beggar—his beard was
trimmed short, his face clean, and he wore a fine coat and trousers.

“What is he doing here?” I whispered to my father.
He turned to me with a frown. “That man behind us?”
I nodded.
“I am positive now that he was my father’s personal attendant,” my father

whispered. “He was a close friend of my father’s, and a constant presence in my
childhood. I intend to confront him after the ceremony and ask where he has
been. I have no idea why he disappeared so many years ago, nor why he has
now chosen to return. But he would be welcome in the palace if he wishes to
live out his final years in comfort.”

I glanced at the man once more, and this time he caught my eye and gave me
a smile, tipping his chin respectfully. Why did he seem so familiar? I was sure I
had not seen him before the day he brought Ilola to us, yet something about
him stirred in my memory.

I was pulled from my thoughts when Mellicante and Baridya took their places



on the dais, turning to face one another hand-in-hand. Baridya was smiling, her
face radiant with joy, while Mellicante seemed to be fighting back a smile of her
own. Baridya had no family tree in which to add Mellicante’s name, as her family
had never ventured inland from Larkhaven, so instead they each added their
names to a new tome.

Then a man approached me with a hot chestnut. “The Lady Mellicante
requested you to present this on her behalf,” he whispered.

Leoth squeezed my hand, and I stood to bring the scalding chestnut to
Mellicante. At the same time, Deance rose to join Baridya with her chestnut.

Mellicante and Baridya had just fed the chestnuts to one another when the
cathedral doors creaked open. The scholar broke off mid-sentence as all eyes
turned to the doorway, benches and chairs groaning as the audience strained to
see who had arrived.

It was a soldier, his face ruddy from exertion, his helmet under one arm.
“Your Majesty! The Whitish army has brought a battering ram to the gates.

They are trying to break into the city at this moment.”
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haos broke out among the guests.

“We should barricade ourselves in the palace!” Ellarie cried, grabbing
Cal’s arm. He pried himself from his mother’s grip.

“This is the end of Baylore!”
“We’re not ready for a siege.”
“Calm yourselves!” I shouted over the mayhem. “The weddings will go on.

All soldiers and Makhori fighters, follow me to the gates. Once the ceremony
finishes, anyone who cannot fight should retreat to the palace and lock the gates
in case the battle goes poorly.”

This elicited a few shrieks from the guests.
I turned to the scholar. “If any civilians come to the cathedral for refuge,

please let them in. I will leave a contingent of guards at its doors.”
The scholar nodded solemnly.
While the audience raced to obey orders, Mellicante snapped, “Can you get

on with it?”
The scholar hurried through the final words of the ceremony, and Mellicante

bent her head to give Baridya a swift, fierce kiss.
Then Leoth, Mellicante, Baridya, and I dashed toward the doors, where we

quickly found ourselves trapped by the throng of soldiers and guests trying to
flee. I saw my father skirting around the edge of the cathedral, pursuing his
father’s attendant, but the man slipped into the crowd and vanished.

At last we broke free of the cathedral onto the main square. Cal and Viko
joined us, and we took off running down Market Street. Baridya and I were still
wearing our pale green gowns; we had no time to change.

“They found a battering ram much faster than I’d expected,” Leoth said as he
jogged down Market Street by my side. “I thought we’d have another few days



at least.”
“We’re not ready for this at all,” I said breathlessly. “I hope they don’t have

ladders yet.”
We picked up our pace, and I could no longer talk as I panted for breath. I

dropped back, allowing Leoth and the others to pull ahead—I didn’t want to
accidentally drain too much of Leoth’s strength again. We had already spent the
better part of an hour together during the ceremony. Either way, I would have
struggled to keep pace with the others in my fine slippers. Their soles were thin
and delicate; I could feel every pebble and uneven cobblestone underfoot.

As we neared the gates, the infrequent boom of the battering ram rose above
the clamor, like the deep, steady heartbeat of the city. A distant chant
punctuated the shouts and slamming doors as townspeople fled toward the
center of Baylore.

Eventually we rounded a corner, and the city gates came into view, bristling
with fully-armed guards with bows and swords. The wedding guests who had
followed us slowed as Leoth and I dashed into the guardhouse. Soldiers clogged
the stairs to the top of the wall, but they pressed their backs to the wall to let us
pass.

“Careful, Your Majesty,” a general near the top said. “The Whitish army’s
brought several hundred archers.”

I nodded my thanks, too breathless to reply.
When we reached the top of the stairs, where the cold wind howled across

the wall, Leoth and I bent double so we could see around the crenellations
without exposing ourselves to arrow fire.

The bulk of the Whitish army hung far back; only a few hundred soldiers had
approached the wall with the battering ram, which looked like a charred beam
savaged from a building in Twenty-League Town. A row of archers in the rear
of the battalion fired volley after volley, preventing my soldiers on the wall from
aiming any solid shots at the men directly below, who had formed such an
impenetrable wall of shields overhead that I could see no way to fell them.

An arrow whistled past my ear, and I flinched, ducking farther behind the
wall so I could see nothing below.

“What are we supposed to do?” I whispered to Leoth. I didn’t want my
soldiers to see how unprepared we were.

“If we can throw anything on top of them, maybe we can break up their
formation.”

“Like what?”
“Anything heavy.”
I scanned the wall, but we had nothing on hand. “Next time—”



I broke off as the battering ram slammed against our gates once more. The
drumlike blow was followed by splintering.

“Our gates won’t hold much longer,” Leoth said grimly. “It looks like they
aren’t ready to commit to a full assault on the city, but if they can break through
our gates now, I’d imagine their whole army would flood through. We would be
done for.”

“How can we stop them?”
“If they make it through the gates, there’s nothing we can do.”
A few of our friends had followed us up the stairs and now emerged onto the

top of the wall, hunched over to avoid any gaps in the crenellations where
arrows might fly.

“It doesn’t look good, does it?” Mellicante asked, dropping into a crouch
beside me.

Cal squeezed his way around a clump of our archers. “Kalleah?” His jaw was
set in determination. “I could set them on fire. Do you want me to?”

“Oh, Cal.” I hated using him for such brutal attacks—he was an effective
killer, but I feared each death would eat at him. He was still only fifteen, though
he had the bearing of an adult.

But what choice did I have?
“If you can stop them without endangering yourself, please do. Should I

summon the other Flamespinners?”
He nodded tightly.
I lingered just long enough to see him take a deep breath and raise his head

above the wall before I hurried back toward the stairs, bent double. As soon as I
reached the street, I called out, “Flamespinners! All Flamespinners, to the wall!
Only you can keep our city safe.”

A few Flamespinners pushed their way to the front of the assembled crowd
and up the stairs. Some were still in their wedding finery, while others broke
away from the main bulk of my army. I was surprised to see a few townspeople
venturing from their homes to help as well.

“Your Majesty!” a woman shouted from an upstairs window. “What happens
if they get through?”

“We won’t let that happen,” I called back. I was not confident that was true,
but we had no contingency plan if the army breached our gates. “If you wish,
you can seek sanctuary in the cathedral, or ready anything you can find to throw
at soldiers if they do make it into Baylore.”

“Aye!” The woman made a fist. “We won’t abandon our homes, Your
Majesty!”

A few of her neighbors took up the shout.



Once the Flamespinners had shoved their way through the crowd and up the
stairs, I followed the stragglers back onto the wall.

It was immediately obvious that the battle had turned. Yells and screams rose
from the soldiers at the gates, and several minutes had passed since the last
thunderous blow of the battering ram. The line of archers still stood their
ground, out of range of the Flamespinners, but they had ceased firing. Perhaps
they realized they were wasting their arrows.

Safe from immediate danger, I peered around the crenellations.
The Whitish soldiers were in disarray. They had dropped the battering ram,

which had caught fire, and several men slapped at flames licking out from
beneath their armor. It transpired that the Whitish army’s shields were made of
wood, as nearly half of them were smoldering.

Cal led the attack, hands moving quickly as he directed flames at every point
of weakness. Another Flamespinner I recognized from the University sent
intermittent bursts of fire at the battering ram, engulfing the heads of any
soldiers nearby, while those with less training sent blasts of fire into the fray at
random.

In the distance, a soldier on horseback raised a bugle and sounded a long,
mournful note.

Abandoning the battering ram and a jumble of burning shields, the soldiers
broke ranks and ran. As the space before the city gates cleared, I saw four
bodies abandoned in the dirt, their armor blackened in parts. Another soldier
fell behind, smoke trailing from inside his helmet; when he dropped to his
knees, no one returned for him.

“The gates have held!” I shouted. All along the wall, my soldiers and
Flamespinners roared in triumph.

I turned to the soldiers who had been stationed on the wall when I arrived.
“Who is in charge here?”

They directed me to a man I did not know, a brutish soldier with thick, curly
black hair and a short beard that outlined his mouth.

“Embrosse, Your Majesty,” he said gruffly. “I organize the defense of
Baylore’s walls.”

“Did you serve Olleack when he tried to keep me from my throne?”
“I serve Baylore, Your Majesty. You are its rightful queen, and you have

promised to protect us from the Whitish army, so I am loyal to you.”
I suspected that meant he had served Olleack, but I believed him when he

said he was now loyal. “Very well. I need your gate guards to fetch any
abandoned weapons and armor from outside the gates.”

He saluted.



Our wedding guests followed me down to the main street, where the
watching crowd gave a cheer.

“Our fight is far from over, but we have passed the first test!” I cried.
“Baylore stands strong. Now we need your help. Collect any arrows that fell
inside the city walls and deliver them to the main square. If you have enlisted or
wish to do so, make your way to the cathedral at once for instructions. Training
will begin immediately.”

Another cheer went up.
As Leoth and I led our guests back up Market Street, we tried to smile at

those assembled while talking out the corners of our mouths.
“We need a system for signaling attack,” I said. “Bells, perhaps. Something we

won’t confuse with the Whitish army’s horns.”
“Bells would be easy to set up,” Leoth said. “You know, I wouldn’t be

surprised if we get a huge influx of volunteers this afternoon. The threat feels
real now, and people are buoyed by today’s success.”

“Yes, and how long will it take to train them? It’s—” I broke off to smile at a
young girl who was staring at me from her mother’s arms, eyes wide and
uncertain. “It’s going to be spans before our army can fight properly. That was a
frightening reminder that our whole city would collapse if the gates fell. We
need the Cloudmages to send a storm at the Whitish army as soon as possible.
Anything to delay them.”

“We should station Flamespinners permanently at the gates. And we need to
speak to the Weavers’ Guild, in case there’s some way to weaponize their
enchantments that the Weavers at the University weren’t aware of.”

“We should also practice evacuation drills,” I said. “Figure out escape routes
and get everyone into the cathedral or palace in case the gates are breached.”

“And what then? That would buy us another day at most. If it looks like the
city is likely to fall, maybe we should escape over the back wall while we still
can.”

“Unless the Whitish army has already stationed lookouts all around the wall.
Oh!” I grabbed Leoth’s arm for balance as my slipper nearly slid out from
underneath me.

“You all right?”
“Fine. I’m just not enjoying running about the city in a gown.” Among other

things, I could feel the beginnings of blisters on the sides of my toes and the
heels of both feet.

Leoth chuckled. “I’m not surprised.”
We reached the main square at last and found it packed with people who

looked unsure what to do. The remnants of the wedding party lingered outside



the cathedral doors, while dozens upon dozens of townspeople were poised to
flee into the cathedral if the army broke through our gates. In the midst of it all,
the wedding bakers were handing out fortune’s braids at random.

Shouts of “What’s happening?” followed us through the square, and when I
reached the palace gates, I turned and called out, “The city is safe for now!
Unless you wish to enlist, please return home and wait for further instruction.”

My parents greeted us just inside the palace doors. They had not followed us
to the city gates; I guessed they had been preparing the palace to withstand
attack.

“Does this mean the city is safe?” my father asked.
“For now. Prince Calden and a number of other Flamespinners set fire to the

battering ram, and the Whitish soldiers fled before they did any real damage to
our gates.”

“Very good,” my father said.
“This is not how I envisioned spending your wedding day,” Mother said

wryly.
“It’s not how I imagined spending any of my time as queen,” I said.
Leoth stifled a laugh, and we drew to the side to let the rest of our wedding

guests file past. Cal was among them; I did not like the hollow look in his eyes. I
resolved to speak to him later. He was one of our most talented Flamespinners,
yet I could not keep putting him into situations a grown man would balk at. I
feared this war would damage him beyond repair.

“I managed to save you a fortune’s braid,” Baridya said, slipping one of the
sweetbread pastries into my hand as she passed.

“Are you sure it’s not poisoned?” Mother asked. “We have no idea where that
came from.”

“Surely my people realize there’s no point assassinating me now. My death
would change nothing.” I took a bite of the fortune’s braid, which was flaky and
sweet, studded with soft raisins and chunks of apple.

“Any sign of numbness? Unusual flavors?” Leoth asked with mock
seriousness.

Both of my parents turned stern looks at him.
Just then, the last of the stragglers passed through the doors, and I seized

Leoth’s elbow to haul him away from the doors before we irritated my parents
any further.

Leoth stayed ten paces behind me on the way back to the Cheltish wing,
though he followed me into my—no, our—royal suite. Pulling the doors closed,
he sank into a couch in our private sitting-room.

I caught sight of my gown in the bedroom mirror and groaned. “I don’t know



if this mud will wash out. Mother won’t be happy.”
“Your parents don’t like me much, do they?”
“Here, give me a hand with these laces, won’t you?” Once Leoth rose and

stumped over to help loosen the stays on my gown, I said, “I don’t care what
they think. When I first arrived in Baylore, my father acted as though he wished
I had never returned. He would have happily passed his crown to you.”

Leoth did not dispute this.
“As far as I’m concerned, he’s long since lost the right to make my decisions

for me. I appreciate the help he’s given us in recent spans, but…”
Leoth’s hands stilled, and he kissed the back of my neck. “Good. As long as

you’re sure you still want me around.”
I brushed a finger over my still-flat stomach. “Even if we don’t have a child

together, I meant what I said today, Leoth.” I turned and slid my arms around
him, pulling him close. “Whether Baylore stands firm or falls, I intend to spend
the rest of my days by your side.”
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hile we changed into our army uniforms, Leoth said, “What did you think
about that family tree?”

I paused with my trousers half-on. “I can’t believe they used my real
grandfather’s name!”

“Me neither. I suppose we shouldn’t be surprised, though. The cathedral
scholars are famous for their obsessive record-keeping.”

“Really?” I hadn’t heard of it before; in fact, I was very fuzzy on the details of
what the cathedral scholars did with their time.

“There’s a joke that if a dying man came to the cathedral for help, the
scholars wouldn’t fetch a healer until they had recorded his lineage back to
Baylore’s founding.”

I laughed shortly and finished pulling on my trousers. “So either our false
grandfather the king wanted a record of our heritage left behind, or the scholars
forced it out of him.”

“What’s your real grandfather’s name?”
“Zakkaro Sorgilt. He sounds like a commoner.”
Leoth shrugged. “I had assumed as much. If the king was setting up secret

liaisons for his wives, he wouldn’t want to use anyone who would talk. I
wouldn’t be surprised if he gave the men a generous sum of money and asked
them to move far from Baylore. My true grandfather’s name was Farin Trellmer,
which is common as well.”

In my surprise at finding my own grandfather’s name, I hadn’t even thought
to look at Leoth’s family tree. I nodded slowly. “But that still doesn’t explain
why we both have forbidden blood.”

“No.” Leoth buttoned up his shirt, eyes distant. “Maybe they didn’t know. Or
maybe there was a conspiracy against the Reycoran family.”



“Surely they knew. This can’t be coincidence.”
“You’re probably right. We should see if we can track down any more details

about our grandfathers.”
“We might even be able to meet them!”
“My grandfather is dead,” Leoth said. “It looks like he died not long after I

was born.”
“How do you know?”
“Didn’t you see the dates underneath each of the entries?”
“Oh.” I had been so taken aback to find the name of my true grandfather that

I had overlooked the specifics.
“I wonder if my father somehow figured out who he was and had him killed

to remove any chance that the secret might get out.”
“That sounds like something he would do,” I said grimly. Boots on, coats

fastened, we emerged into the Cheltish common area, where my parents and
several other generals were waiting. Leoth tried unsuccessfully to hide a yawn; I
moved away from him to join my parents. I couldn’t have him collapsing now,
not when most of my army recruits had answered my summons because of him.

“Our volunteers should be waiting in the main square,” my father said. “Are
you ready to address them and give orders?”

“Of course.”
As I led the way from the Cheltish wing once more, my Weaver-enchanted

boots dulling the ache of the blisters from my fine slippers, Mellicante and Viko
fell into step on either side of me.

“Are you still planning to call a draft?” Mellicante muttered as we strode
through the historic wing.

“That depends on how many people we find waiting outside.”
When we reached the palace entrance, I could hear a roar from the main

square even through the doors.
“No trouble?” I asked one of the palace guards stationed inside.
“Just a very enthusiastic set of recruits, Your Majesty.”
As we emerged from the side door, the cheering went up several notches, and

a number of city folk waved handkerchiefs or scarves. They were celebrating far
too soon. Did they not realize the force we had beat back today was but a
fraction of the Whitish army? We had felled five soldiers from an army of
twenty thousand.

Among those gathered, I spotted several handfuls of children weaving
through the forest of legs; pickpockets, perhaps, or just children playing a game.
There were elderly men and women as well, and near the front, a pregnant
young woman who looked as though she was due any day now.



“These aren’t just volunteers,” I muttered. “Everyone is here, making a mess
of things.”

“At least they’re on your side now,” Leoth said, sidling up to join me. “That’s
got to count for something.”

Though I was annoyed at the confusion and the precious time this would
waste, I hitched on a smile and waved to my people. I wore just a thin circlet to
distinguish myself from the other uniformed guards, but the watching
townspeople did not seem to care that their queen had abandoned all trappings
of royalty.

Dellik pushed her way through the crowd, her face flushed, her hair tossed
every which way by the wind. “I’ve tried to organize them, Your Majesty, but
they were determined to see you.”

“That’s all right. I don’t seem to have much luck with controlling this crowd
myself.”

She gave me a perfunctory smile before turning to face the square, feet set,
shoulders squared.

“Is there any way to quiet them?” I asked the nearest palace guard.
“We have a horn for announcing royalty. Should I fetch it?”
“Please do.”
Moments later, a piercing, brassy note rang over the crowd. Even then, it

took several minutes for the din to subside.
“My people!” I shouted. “Today was a test of Baylore’s strength. On this

occasion, we beat back the Whitish army. On this occasion, we stood firm.”
Answering cheers rang out from the square. This was tricky—I had to

emphasize the danger we were in and the great need we had for soldiers without
making the situation look so hopeless that the city descended into chaos.

“But the true war has yet to begin. There are twenty thousand soldiers
camped outside our gates, and these are battle-hardened, fully armored men. We
have the advantage of numbers, but only if we can raise an army of many
thousands more than we are facing.

“Our population is nearly five hundred thousand. If one out of every ten
citizens enlists, we will have the strength to fend off the Whitish army. Even if
you do not enlist, at least one member of every household ought to learn to
fight. If the Whitish army breaches our wall, you will need to fend off the
soldiers who come to slaughter your family.

“The Whitish army came very close to breaking through our defenses today.
It was a reminder that we cannot let our guard down at any time, night or day.
We are currently installing bells along every stretch of the city wall, to warn us of
attack, and the cathedral bell will follow. If you hear these bells, you must be



ready to act fast. The Whitish army could be minutes away. Those closest to the
walls should retreat deeper into the city, and if you want to defend your homes,
barricade the doors and ready anything that can be used as a weapon. Baylore
Cathedral and Baylore Palace will open their doors to provide sanctuary to any
who wish to shelter there.

“We will hold evacuation drills beginning tomorrow. In the meantime, please
pay close attention to Captain Dellik’s instructions.”

Dellik took a step forward. “Citizens! We need to move fast. If you don’t plan
to fight, clear off and go home. You’re weakening your city if you stay and get in
our soldiers’ way. Any who wish to enlist, form a neat line up to the palace gates
for registration and assignment.”

This time, the townspeople heeded Dellik’s command. Most of those
gathered pushed their way toward the streets, leaving just a few hundred in front
of the palace. Little by little, additional enlistees joined them, but we were still
laughably short of our target.

“What now, Your Majesty?” Dellik asked tightly.
“Work with what we have for now,” I said. “I need to speak to the council.”
I marched down the steps and toward the town council building, which was

perched alongside the western cathedral wall, separated from the cathedral by a
narrow road. I had not interacted with the council since my return to Baylore—
they were a largely apolitical body that dealt with the everyday running of the
city, from tax collection and building codes to permits for stalls at the
Sullimsday Market—but they would have records of demographics for each part
of the city.

Though the council building was large, the interior felt claustrophobic.
Instead of the high ceilings and cavernous chambers of the palace, this was
broken into dozens of small offices, with a council chamber at the rear of the
ground floor. I knocked on several office doors before letting myself into the
low-ceilinged council chamber, where I found dozens of council members
huddled together in urgent discussion.

All fell silent when they saw me.
“Your Majesty,” said an old man with a wheezy voice. “We are rather busy.

What do you want with us?”
I was taken aback by his hostility. “What could possibly be occupying your

time?” I demanded. “Surely all of your usual work has been suspended while we
are under siege.”

“Not exactly,” said a woman with sharp features. “If it did, we would fall into
anarchy. The city would collapse under its own lawlessness before the Whitish
army raised a finger against us.”



“We were just discussing how we could keep the city running as smoothly as
possible under the burden of food shortages, army training exercises, and
economic collapse,” another woman said. “In fact, it is fortuitous that you have
joined us, Your Majesty. We could do with your authority and your opinion.”

A few of her fellow council members gave her irritated looks, but none
argued.

“But you came here for a reason,” the wheezy-voiced man said. “Why?”
“I will likely be forced to impose a draft,” I said. “I wanted your input as to

how best to go about it to cause as little harm as possible.” I spoke carefully;
these council members, many older than my parents, made me feel like a
troublesome child.

“You’ll never get away with it,” a bald man said, shaking his head. “People
haven’t warmed to you yet, Your Majesty. Do you want to risk losing them
again?”

“I don’t see that I have a choice.”
“Shall we sit down?” the sharp-faced woman asked primly. “This may take a

while.”
The council desks were arrayed in descending tiers around a space at the

center of the room. Only half the desks were full once the council members
took their seats, so I chose a vacant space in the innermost ring. Behind us, a
few younger workers settled into the outermost circle of chairs—scribes, judging
by the papers and pens on their desks.

“Shall we discuss our pressing concerns before we consider your draft?” the
wheezy-voiced man asked. I knew what he was doing—he wanted to make it
obvious that arming our citizens was not chief among the problems facing
Baylore.

“Please do,” I said. I would keep a civil tongue no matter the provocation.
“Our chief issue is food supply,” the sharp-faced woman said. “As you are

well aware, of course. However, I question whether rations are the right way to
go about solving this problem. I think we would be wise to re-open the
Sullimsday Market and provide a way for people to purchase their own
supplies.”

“But—”
“This would not be a monetary system,” she said, cutting me off. “We would

have to use tokens of some sort, and every citizen would receive at least enough
to meet their daily needs. But think of it this way—not every food item available
in Baylore falls under the category of necessary rations. Fruit and spices, for
instance, are hardly going to stave off starvation, but would be appreciated by
those who could afford them.”



“Yes, but—”
“Rather than allowing our wealthy citizens to monopolize the food supply,

these tokens will give every citizen a chance to purchase additional ingredients—
as a reward for contributing to the war effort.”

She paused, but I did not speak; I wanted to hear the full scope of her
proposal.

“For instance, any family with an enlisted member will receive one extra
token per day. Any foundry that produces weapons or armor will receive an
extra token per completed item. Any household that donates metal items to be
re-forged into weapons will receive tokens based on the weight of their
donations. And any family that puts more effort into producing non-essential
food items will receive tokens in payment for their wares, so they in turn are
able to purchase whatever foods they wish.”

I was impressed. “It sounds like a solid plan. But we need to relocate the
stalls. We’ll need Market Street clear in case our army needs to reach the gates at
short notice.”

“Noted.”
“And we haven’t agreed on a list of nonessential foods yet,” the bald man

said.
“Tika, are you writing this down?” the sharp-faced woman called to a scribe

in the back.
The young woman nodded, grabbing a fresh page.
“Essential food items should be defined as anything nourishing that will last

at least a few spans. Grains, flours, dried beans, potatoes, squashes, hard
cheeses, and cured meat can all go under this category.”

She paused while Tika scrawled furiously.
“Nonessential food items would be perishables, sweets, honey, and alcoholic

drinks. The perishables will go a long way toward extending our food supply,
but we can’t count on them, and they will only supply a portion of the city’s
population. These are items such as eggs, goat’s milk and cheese, vegetables,
greens, and fruits.”

“Do we have goats in the city, then?” I asked in surprise.
“There are a few in the city stables, and several families keep pet goats in the

Garden District. We should instate a breeding program as quickly as possible.”
“That sounds like an excellent plan,” I said. “The tokens will help incentivize

anyone with growing space to produce as much as possible, and I expect they
will drive more people to enlist as well.”

The sharp-faced woman nodded in satisfaction.
“We can also provide a token for any Weavers or Potioneers who supply the



army,” I added. “The palace will be in charge of producing tokens in a way that
can’t be forged.”

“Very well, Your Majesty. And once we agree on the parameters, we can
distribute leaflets with the rules governing the use of these tokens. The council
can also take charge of handing out daily tokens. We will of course collect the
tokens exchanged for each day’s essential food supplies, so we shouldn’t need
too many.”

“Perfect.” I looked around at the other council members; many were
nodding. “What else have you been working on?”

“Our plumbing and sewage system is at risk,” the wheezy-voiced man said.
“Most of the mechanisms are run by Weaver-enchanted pumps, and these spells
do wear out occasionally. There are also frequent blockages in the drains that
risk flooding the slums. We run checks along the length of the plumbing system
once a span, but the majority of the infrastructure is outside our walls, out of
reach at present. Unless we can find a way around this difficulty, we might not
realize something has gone wrong until the whole city’s water supply is suddenly
cut off.”

“Are we at risk of Whitish soldiers breaking into our city through the
plumbing system?” I asked.

“I was getting to that, Your Majesty. Most of our water supply comes from a
channel diverting from the Elygian River, and this flows aboveground, though
most of it is enclosed in a stone tunnel. If the Whitish army spreads around the
city, it is reasonable to assume they will find this and use it. I suggest stationing
guards on the rear wall of the city and in the chamber belowground where this
water first enters Baylore.”

“Consider it done.”
“And as for the routine checks on the plumbing system…”
“I doubt the Whitish army will keep scouts on the far side of our wall at all

times. Surely we will be able to send technicians to check on the plumbing
system when necessary.”

The man pressed his lips into a thin line but did not argue.
“Another issue we brought up, Your Majesty,” said a curvy woman with

frizzy hair like Saniya’s, “was protecting buildings against fire.”
“Is there something we can do?” I asked in surprise.
“To some extent. Most of the roofs in the Market District are already tiled in

clay, but a few are thatch, as are the majority of homes in the Garden District.
These thatch roofs would go up in flames at the slightest spark. Especially
where we have narrow alleyways between buildings, a fire could run through the
whole city in no time.



“There’s quite a bit of clay in the soil at the back of the slums, where the bog 
dries up. If we replaced the thatch roofs in the Market District with clay tiling, 
that would protect the part of our city most likely to be targeted by the Whitish 
army. And I believe the University Potioneers have been developing a fire 
retardant for the past few years—if that is usable, we can douse the roofs of the 
Garden District with it.”  

“Very good,” I said. “I’ll speak to them at once.”
We moved on to discuss distributing chickens among the families with garden

space to look after them, bricking up the soggy land in the slums in case we
destabilized it while extracting clay, and allocating large spaces in each sector of
the city to army training.

Once we had agreed upon a list of twenty spaces suited for the army—the
central square, the University, a school assembly hall in the Garden District, the
lawn outside Olleack’s former residence, a performance square and a food
market square in the Market District, and a number of warehouses—I broached
the subject of the draft once more.

“We need to move quickly. How long do you think it will take to get the
token system in place?”

“Oh, no more than half a span,” said the sharp-faced woman.
I gulped. We could not afford to wait twenty days. Even five days would be

too much. “I wish I had another option, but I’m afraid I will have to call a draft
after all.”

“Did you not listen to a word we said?” the wheezy-voiced man protested.
“I did, and every point brought up here was valid,” I said, fighting down

anger. The council members were treating me as a child. Most had even
neglected to use my title. “I will promise the extra token to every family affected
by the draft, and as soon as we have the token system in place, they will see how
valuable it is. But I cannot wait. The Whitish army is at our gates now, and they
will not wait half a span to attack.”

“But that’s—” the old man blustered.
“Thank you for your time.” I stood, the chair scraping against the stone floor,

and the council fell silent. “I will see to it that the measures you suggested are
implemented.”

Several council members looked thunderous, but the sharp-faced woman
gave me a fractional nod. Then, before they had time to broach any further
arguments, I strode from the chamber.

Outside, eight palace guards had been watching the doorway, and they fell
into step on either side of me without question.

When I reached the palace gates, I found Leoth in conference with a pair of



city guards, his expression grim. Dellik and several other generals were still
taking names of volunteers, while a crowd of onlookers lingered at the edges of
the main square.

“What did the council say?” Leoth asked quickly.
“They’ve thought of everything,” I said. “I’m impressed, actually. I think we

have a much better chance of withstanding a siege than I first expected. We’re
going to…” I trailed off, because Leoth did not seem to be registering a word I
said. “What is it?”

“Nothing. Just—” He leaned toward me, touching my arm gently, and
whispered, “The captain of the guard we spoke to at the gates earlier today,
Embrosse, sent scouts out to spy on the Whitish army. They saw several dozen
ladders nearing completion. We should expect an attack from all sides.”

“How soon?”
“Within days.”
My breath caught in my throat. “Then we have no choice.” I approached

Dellik, who stepped away from the small table she had been using to write
names of volunteers.

“Your Majesty?”
“We need to call a draft immediately. We need more bodies on the wall. Can

you organize a team to visit every household and recruit at least one resident?
Tell them we will provide one food token per enlistee, so families will benefit
from sending their sons and daughters to train with our army.”

Dellik’s frown had deepened as I spoke. “People are going to hate you for
this, Your Majesty. We might have riots on our hands again.”

“I know. But what else can we do?”
She shook her head.
I turned away from the square and followed Leoth into the palace, where we

would be safe from whatever chaos broke out at the news of the draft. I had felt
so optimistic just an hour ago, listening to the council lay out detailed plans for
every contingency, but their preparations were no more than an illusion. They
amounted to patching a sinking ship with straw.
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Varonites and Alldrosants

 
hat night, after Leoth and I had retreated to our separate beds, I lay awake,
still full of restless energy. Long lists of preparations ran through my head—
we had armor to forge, rations to allocate, a new market to set up, tokens to

design, roofs to flameproof, Weaver-enchanted weapons to engineer, soldiers to
train, clay to harvest, greens to grow, evacuations to practice, bells to install…

Partway through my list, I realized we had forgotten to speak with the
Cloudmages earlier in the day. It was too late to rouse them now. I would have
to wait for morning.

After what felt like hours, I sat up, my mind too full to sleep. I knew what I
had to do, but it was no more certain than the possibility of aid from Chelt, and
many times more dangerous. I had no idea how I would talk Leoth into allowing
me to go. I could slip away without telling him, but with the life of our child at
risk, that would be cruel.

Just as I thought this, Leoth’s sheets rustled, and I saw his eyes open,
reflecting the moonlight that seeped around the sides of my curtains.

“Are you still awake?” he asked softly.
“I can’t stop thinking about everything.”
“Me neither.” His sheets rustled again as he rose and treaded softly to my

bed. He settled against my pillows, and I rested my head on his chest while he
stroked my hair.

“I just can’t see a way through this,” I murmured, enjoying the light touch of
his hands in my hair. “I’m starting to wonder if we should just leave. Abandon
Baylore before the city is surrounded, and seek refuge in King’s Port.”

“You know that would never work. We’d have the very young and very old to
transport, and they won’t be able to walk hundreds of leagues. Once the army
found us, which they would, they would pick us off like a herd of bison.”



“I know,” I said. “It was a stupid idea. But what else are we supposed to do?
Baridya and Saniya have made it very clear that help from the Kinship Thrones
is unlikely to come.”

“Maybe we could evacuate people in small groups. They might be able to slip
past the Whitish army’s scouts.” He hesitated. “But once the Whitish army took
Baylore, they would come after us in King’s Port. And King’s Port has no
defenses against an attack from land.”

“What would you do, then?” I asked. “If you were king, how would you keep
Baylore safe?”

“I would do exactly what you’re doing,” Leoth said, drawing me closer into
his arms. “It’s a nightmare of a situation. You’re doing everything you can.”

“I just feel like someone else could have found another way out of this.”
Leoth’s chin brushed against my hair as he shook his head. “If the two of us

had been born without forbidden blood, and if my fool of a mother hadn’t gone
to Whitland and told the enemy exactly what they needed to know to destabilize
us, and if High King Warrow hadn’t decided to try for a military takeover of
Itrea—yes, if all of those hadn’t happened, we could have avoided war.”

“It all stems down to my forbidden blood, doesn’t it?” I said sourly. “You
could have kept yours hidden if the Truthbringers hadn’t gotten involved. But if
Mother had killed me as an infant, or if they had discovered my power before it
could do any harm, we could have avoided this whole thing.” I sighed. “I wish
Mother had done away with me when I was still a baby.”

“Don’t say that,” Leoth said harshly. “She was right to save you. No matter
what came of it.”

“That’s not true. As queen, my mother should have made the decision that
was best for her country, regardless of the personal cost.”

“Are you saying you would do the same to our child?”
I had no response to that. As much as I tried to do what was necessary, my

judgment tended to fail where those I loved were concerned.
“Besides,” Leoth added, “from what I heard in Larkhaven, Whitland has been

wracked by internal strife for years now. It sounds like there are several
contenders raising their own armies and trying to seize the high throne, and at
the same time, the Varonites and Alldrosants—”

“The what?”
“They’re the two Whitish religious sects. Surely you’ve heard of them before.”
“Not by those names.”
“Varonites are followers of Varos, the one who defeated Morvain in the

Makhori uprisings. And Alldrosants worship the original Nine, the gods of light.
Anyway, the Varonites and Alldrosants are backing different contenders,



insisting any who don’t follow their sect are heretics.”
“Don’t they more or less believe the same thing?” I asked, dumbfounded. I

had known people worshipped both Varos and the Nine in Whitland, but as far
as my limited understanding went, Varos was a follower of the Nine.

“I don’t understand it either,” Leoth said. “From what the sailors in
Larkhaven explained, Alldrosants are much less strict, practicing worship
through crafts or services linked to each god. I can’t remember which one is
which, but I think there’s one god that has to do with battle, so warriors serve
him, and another to do with stars, so his worshippers practice astronomy, and
so on. There are charitable ones too, so I don’t think it’s all bad.

“The Varonites apparently say only priests can interpret the word of Varos
and the Nine, so they make all sorts of strict rules and try to control people by
restricting access to their gods. It sounds like most religious people outside of
Whitland are Alldrosants, while Varonites are taking over in Whitland.”

“What does that have to do with the war?” I asked.
“Well, Lord Gabrin speculated that the high king needed something to unite

Whitland, to turn its people away from internal squabbling so they could focus
on a common cause. Even if you had never existed, High King Warrow might
have settled on Itrea as a convenient target.”

I was silent for a moment as Leoth’s words sank in. I could not understand
the Whitish obsession with religion—Alldrosants worshipped something no
truer than Iceling tales, while Varonites pretended an ordinary man was
somehow a god.

“That does make me feel somewhat better,” I said at last. “Leoth…”
“What?”
I took a steadying breath; I could delay no longer. “If we are losing the battle,

and no help is on its way, I intend to travel to the Wandering Woods to ask the
Drifters for aid.”

“What?” Leoth yelped, dislodging my head from his chest as he bolted
upright. “I thought you nearly died the last time you were in the Wandering
Woods. What makes you think the Drifters would give you a second chance?”

“I don’t know. But if I go alone, surely they will see our desperation. They
will understand that Baylore is on the brink of collapse.”

“No. I won’t allow it. What would happen to Baylore if you never returned?
The Drifters made their position very clear last time. Even Dakolth made no
progress with them. I can’t let you throw your life away on a fool’s mission,
Kalleah.”

He did not even mention our child. I would not remind him. “What other
hope do we have?” I whispered.



“We have an army of many thousands that will be trained and ready to fight if
we can just outlast the initial attack on our gates. We have a wall between us and
the Whitish army, and we have magic on our side. If we put everything into our
defenses, I think we can win this war.”

I did not argue that he had said something very different only minutes ago. I
did not say how little my life would be worth when it came to the end of
Baylore. And I did not tell Leoth that I refused to give up this last hope. I let
him win this argument, because what he said changed nothing. I hoped I would
be able to go with his support if it came to that, but I would go either way.

Unless we were saved by some miracle.
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Wartime Industry

 
woke the next morning to a shred of good news: the draft had been received
far better than anyone had expected.

Apart from a few doors slammed in my generals’ faces, no one had shown
outright resistance. Perhaps the townspeople understood the gravity of what
faced us after the assault on the gates, or perhaps the offer of food tokens for
anyone who joined the army had tempted them; either way, I was relieved.

We spent that day getting as many preparations underway as possible. Before
even sitting down to breakfast, I sought out the Cloudmages who had helped in
our takeover of Baylore. They were housed in the Forest wing, along with those
members of the Vellmont family who had been released from the cellars; I was
dismayed to see that the Cloudmages were sleeping on mats on the floor,
crammed into an unused bedroom.

When I asked them to summon another blizzard, they muttered amongst
themselves until a white-haired woman spoke up.

“Your Majesty. When we summoned that last blizzard, the clouds were
already in place, so we just needed to pin them over Baylore for a few days and
draw on the cold winds of the Icebraid Peaks to chill the air. Now, though—”
she glanced out the window, where the sun shone in a cloudless sky. “Spring is
warming the land quickly. We cannot work against the seasons.”

“However, we will try our best,” the Cloudmage professor said solemnly.
“Thank you. That’s all I can ask for.” I gave the Cloudmages a reassuring

smile, though their worried expressions boded ill.
After a hurried breakfast—I no longer felt nauseous at the thought of food,

and was able to stomach more varied fare—I delegated tasks to each of my
friends. Leoth would organize the captains and give orders for our new recruits’
first training sessions. We needed fighters on the walls and throughout the city



immediately, which meant foregoing foundational training and skipping to
whatever was easiest for raw beginners to learn.

Mellicante would scope out a new venue for the market, which I decided to
hold every other day. She had to find somewhere that would not restrict the
movements of our soldiers in case the wall was breached, and write up flyers
that Vyrna’s team would print and distribute, outlining the rules surrounding the
use of the forthcoming tokens.

Baridya had the difficult task of coming up with a material we could use for
the tokens. It had to be something easy to manufacture in large quantities, hard
to counterfeit, and readily available. We could not use wood or metal that would
serve us better as weapons.

My father would visit every blacksmith in the city, accompanied by the smiths
who had been working with our army. Under his supervision, they would teach
the city blacksmiths how to forge weapons and helmets; according to all
estimates, we would not have enough metal for armor.

Meanwhile, I had the colossal task of figuring out a grand plan for using
magic in the fight against the Whitish army.

I would start with the Flamespinners. We had already proved that their fire
magic could turn the tide of an assault on the city gates.

Cal was not at breakfast, and when I sought him out, I found him sitting in a
corner of the library with the Snake-Blood, Ilola, coiled on the floor before him.
He was talking in a grim monotone while she stared at him as though
hypnotized, her forked tongue occasionally flickering out.

When Cal saw me, he broke off, flushing.
“Do you have a moment?”
Cal scrambled to his feet. “Yeah, of course. Sorry. I just—” He coughed and

then bent down, offering his sleeve to the tiny snake. Her eyes flicked to me,
and then she slithered up his sleeve, disappearing a second later.

“Listen, is everything all right?” I asked Cal, whose face was still red. “Do you
want to go for a walk with me?”

“I suppose.”
Cal trudged after me as I led the way up two flights of stairs to the rooftop

terrace. It was a warm day, warm enough to stand in the sun without a coat; I
could see why the Cloudmages had been worried. I folded my arms and leaned
against the balustrade, and Cal followed suit. For several minutes we stood in
silence, the gentle breeze whistling through the stone arches, the smell of
cookfire smoke drifting up from the city. Patches of snow still lay in shadowed
streets, but the morning frost on rooftops turned to steam as the sun touched it.

“What’s all this about?” Cal asked eventually.



“I need to organize the Makhori defense of the city. You were brilliant
yesterday—none of the other Flamespinners could have managed what you did.
But I know this is a huge burden to put on you.”

Cal kicked the balustrade with his toe. “I wish you’d stop treating me like a
child. I’m not weak.”  

“I know. Of course not.” I tried to find a way to express my worries without
offending Cal. Ever since we abandoned Lord Gabrin and Nyla in Valleywall, he
had seemed adrift. Floundering. He had thrown himself into every task we had
given him, but whenever he let his guard down, it seemed he was in danger of
slipping into darkness. He had pushed his mother away, and I felt responsible
for him now.

“Ilola really cares for you,” I said at last. “She needs your guidance.”
“She has Mellicante and Baridya,” Cal said.
And that was why I was afraid. Cal had no family, no close friends, no

partner. He had left all of that behind when he joined my cause. I feared he saw
himself as expendable; perhaps he thought no one would mourn his death.

“I need you,” I said. “And not just because you’re a bloody good fighter. You
were my friend from the start, before anyone wanted me in Baylore. You’ve
been here for me all along. If I lost you, I don’t know what I would do.”

When I risked a glance sideways, I was startled to see tears in Cal’s eyes. I
pulled him into a hug—though he stood stiff for a moment, he eventually
returned my embrace.

 
* * *

 
The next quarter passed in a rush. Every day I expected the Whitish army’s
ladders to breach our walls, and every day I was surprised when they didn’t.

The city was a hive of activity. I spent most of my time working with the
Makhori who came each day to the palace to train, but as often as possible, I
walked around the city to keep track of our progress. Only Viko and one other
guard accompanied me; I no longer feared attack each time I left the palace. A
few reports reached us of back-alley assaults on Makhori, and small incidences
of vandalism against Makhori shops, but as long as the violence was not
widespread, it did not concern me too greatly. My soldiers had already caught
three of the perpetrators and locked them away in the city cells.

The clanging of hammers rose from the forges at all hours, while the new
market in the alleys west of Market Street bustled with trade. Before, the
markets had teemed with customers of all sorts; now the patrons were mostly
very old or very young. Everyone else was busy preparing the city for war.



In the Garden District, greens were already sprouting from windowsills, and a
few residents had dared to plant vegetables directly into the ground, in the hope
that we had passed the final frost of the season. Chickens scrabbled for seeds
and grubs in countless gardens—sometimes in the same plots where new
sprouts emerged—and goats from the city stables had been distributed to any
garden large enough to keep them. More than once, I caught sight of an escaped
goat prancing down a side street or standing atop the roof of a garden shed.

Weavers made reinforced clothing and pain-resistant boots, gardeners cured
goat’s cheese for the market, and in every large space, soldiers trained. They
were sloppy, their footing off, and almost all used broom handles or axes or
twigs in place of swords, but I could see determination in their eyes. They did
not train because I forced them to, but because they loved Baylore and would
lose everything if it fell.

And even in the space of ten days, I could see remarkable improvement. Each
day the number of weapons grew, until the majority of soldiers were armed with
swords or at least daggers, and before long their movements grew swifter, their
footwork more solid.

On Daridsday, Leoth took a break from his work readying the city for siege
and walked around inspecting the various training grounds with me.

“We wouldn’t stand a chance in a field battle,” he said under his breath after
we left the training space, a square in the Market District that had once housed a
farmers’ market. “But the wall should help. If they can stab soldiers as they
climb, they’ll have the advantage.”

“So you’re saying our soldiers should only fight those who have no way to
fight back?”

Leoth paused for a beat. “More or less.”
“Well, let’s hope they don’t make it through our gates, then. Speaking of

which, how are the siege preparations going?” I took Leoth’s arm as we skirted
around the new market, and a few stall-owners gave us deep curtseys or bows,
grinning.

“We’ve managed to make a barricade around the gates. Have you been down
to the end of Market Street lately?”

“No.” I was curious.
“Well, we cleared out Wolfskin Alley and the street opposite, which were

mostly full of empty inns and brothels in any case, and relocated the residents to
inns deeper inside the city. A team has been digging up clay from the slums and
firing it into bricks, which we’ve used to build a second wall. That will slow the
Whitish soldiers and give us two points of advantage if they break through our
gates—we’ll be able to fire from the top of the wall and from behind the



protection of the barricade.”
“That sounds effective.”
Leoth grimaced. “It will be—for about five minutes. After that, the sheer

weight of numbers will overwhelm any defenses we try to throw at them. It’s
better than nothing, but we really just need to put everything into making sure
they never breach our walls.”

“Well, if it gives people enough time to reach the palace, it will be valuable
indeed.”

We turned down a narrow alley to the next training ground, a warehouse that
still held wagon parts piled along the walls—wheels and canvas and axles, many
torn apart to repurpose the valuable wood and metal into weapons. When they
spotted us, the sparring pairs broke apart and stood at attention.

“Carry on,” I said. “No need to stop on our account.”
“They’ll take any excuse for a break,” Dellik said with a wry smile. Turning

back to the soldiers, she barked, “Go on! Show your queen what you’ve
learned.”

The soldiers fell back into defensive positions and began sparring again,
though this time, many kept glancing at me and Leoth, their blows much
clumsier than before. I watched with a smile tugging at my lips. They really had
come far in the past ten days.

“Would you give me the honor of a round?” Leoth asked, drawing his sword
slowly from its sheath. Like most of our army, we spent every waking hour fully
armed and in uniform, ready at any moment to face attack.

“I’m still nowhere near as good as you,” I said. “You’ll embarrass me in front
of all my soldiers.”

“It will be a boost to their morale.”
“Thanks,” I said drily.
Still, when Leoth fell into a defensive stance, I drew my own sword and

mimicked him.
We paused then, each sizing the other up. I had not sparred with Leoth in

ages, and I had practiced a great number of drills over the past few spans; I
began to wonder if I would be able to hold my own after all. Both of our
uniforms were Weaver-reinforced, which meant they would protect us against
blades, but they did nothing to prevent bruising.

I made the first move, slashing sideways toward Leoth’s exposed left side. In
a flash, he raised his sword to catch mine, trapping my blade against his guard.
While I yanked my sword free, he stabbed in the direction of my stomach. I
jumped out of the way just in time, and his blade grazed my side.

Recovering my footing in a trice, I swiped at his legs; Leoth knocked my



blade aside and came in for a cutting stroke beneath my arm. Again I was forced
to jump back, unable to parry his blow in time.

“This isn’t fair,” I hissed. “You just wanted to make me look a fool.”
“Not true.” Leoth fell back into his defensive stance, giving me a moment to

center myself once more.
This time he took the first swing at me. Without thinking, I whipped my

blade up to stop his, and this time I gave it a twist, his sword trapped against my
guard. Leoth’s hand bent backward, and then his sword slipped from his fingers
and clattered to the warehouse floor.

Leoth stepped back and bowed with a flourish. “My lady. You are a master
swordswoman.”

A cheer filled the warehouse, and I realized the other soldiers had stopped
what they were doing to watch us. During the brief sparring match, I had been
so focused on Leoth that my vision had narrowed to the small circle of floor we
had trod.

“You let me win,” I accused Leoth in an undertone.
“You did very well.”
“Arrogant bastard.”
Leoth just grinned.
I couldn’t deny it had been satisfying, though. I was no longer a raw beginner,

unable to keep track of which parries matched which attacks. I had moved
almost instinctively, faster than I could think.

“Back to your work!” I told the soldiers. “We have a city to defend.”
Another cheer followed us out the warehouse.
Once we were alone, I wiped sweat from my forehead and flattened the

tendrils that had escaped from my braid.
“That was fun,” Leoth said. “You’re really starting to win the hearts of your

people now, you know.”
“Yes, right before we all die. How wonderful.”
Leoth slid an arm around my waist as we walked. “Are you mad at me?”
“What? No! It’s just so sad. Here we are pretending we actually have a

chance, but it’s just an act. We’ll never beat back the Whitish army alone.”
“You’re not still thinking of visiting the Wandering Woods, are you?” Leoth’s

tone held a note of warning.
“No, of course not,” I lied.
 

* * *
 
While Leoth returned to the council to discuss evacuation protocol, I sought out



Cal and his fellow Flamespinners. They were atop the Cheltish wing roof,
practicing aim and range with a set of straw targets. The stones beneath the
target were already singed black, likely beyond repair, and a whiff of acrid smoke
hung in the air.

“How is your training going?” I asked Cal.
“Really well! They’re picking it up faster than the Flamespinners at the

University. Our range is several paces better now—I think all of us should be
able to hit the Whitish soldiers from the wall.” Cal’s eyes were shining with
excitement.

Just then, I noticed a tiny snake coiled in a patch of sun at the corner of the
courtyard. I raised my eyebrows at Cal.

“She’s obsessed with watching the flames,” Cal said in an undertone. “I didn’t
want her here, but she kept sneaking up the stairs, so I gave up.”

I laughed shortly. “I suppose there’s no hope of giving her a normal
upbringing in any case. Just make sure she stays safe.”

“I know.”
“And at the gates…?”
“We’ve got five Flamespinners from the University watching the gates all day

and night. It’d be better if we had someone every couple hundred paces, in case
the Whitish army shows up with ladders, but we’re doing the best we can for
now.”

“With the rate your team is improving, it won’t be long before everyone can
take up stations on the walls,” I said. “I’ll see you later. Don’t wear yourselves
out too much.”

Cal grinned. “Nope!”
Next I visited Deance, who was working with several dozen Minstrels in our

Cheltish wing sitting-room. Hundreds of books were stacked on every available
surface; it looked as though they had relocated half of our library into the
sitting-room. The Minstrels could be an invaluable weapon if used correctly, as
they could trap a listener in a daze while they entered the world of the Minstrel’s
story; unfortunately, their power required knowing the names of their listeners,
and we had not found a way around that.

“How goes your work?” I asked Deance. “What are you looking for?” I
gestured to the mountains of books.

“We’re trying every angle we can think of.” She sounded exhausted. “A few
of us are looking for historic accounts of Minstrels in battle, and the rest of us
are trying to put together a list of common Whitish names. If we can guess the
name of even one soldier in ten, it could make a difference.”

“Are you having much luck with that?”



Deance slumped back in her chair. “The problem is, most of the records we
have of the Makhori uprisings are secondhand or worse, and any lists of Whitish
names are badly outdated.”

“Do you think the firsthand accounts of the uprisings exist somewhere?
Maybe the cathedral has better records.”

“No. I’ve asked around, and it sounds like almost no books or records were
brought across with the First Fleet. Everything we have here was written or
acquired later. Apparently there’s a hoard of old texts in Cashabree, much good
that does us.”

“I think you’re on the right path,” I said. “Even if you guess at names, you’ll
surely get a few right. Maybe we can interrogate the Truthbringers in the city
cells for more ideas.”

“That would help. I’m sorry. I wish I had better news.”
“Everything we try could make a difference. Even if one soldier gets trapped

in a daze, it will scare the men around him, and they’ll be more likely to make
mistakes.”

“I suppose.” Deance smiled weakly. “Come back in another span, and I might
have made a bit more progress.”

I next sought out the Potioneers and Dark Potioneers, who were working
together in the Darden wing kitchen, which was not needed while we prepared
most meals in the historic wing. From the unnatural colors and sharp chemical
smell of their concoctions, I wasn’t sure if the kitchen would ever be fit for
culinary use again.

Most of the smell seemed to come from an enormous iron cauldron in the
fireplace, which emitted a faintly purple smoke. The kitchen was much warmer
than the rest of the Darden wing, and the Potioneers had stripped down to a
single layer of clothes.

“What’s this?” I asked, peering into the cauldron.
“The purple mist we used in our attack on King Olleack’s residence, Your

Majesty,” a young, bespectacled woman said. “This is our fifth batch. We should
have enough to shroud our entire city wall, if necessary.”

“We’ve also been producing small glass bottles that will shatter on impact,” a
tall man added. “That way we can launch the mist away from the walls if we
want to confuse the army without impairing our own visibility.”

“Very good. And explosives?”
“We worked on those first, Your Majesty,” the bespectacled woman said.

“The problem is, each explosion is only powerful enough to kill or injure
soldiers within two paces, so if the army is spread out, they won’t do much
good. We have jugs and jugs of it ready, but it would be more effective if we



saved it to use on siege engines. We have run out of a few key ingredients and
won’t easily be able to make more of the explosives.”

I nodded. “That sounds wise. However, I would like a few bottles stored in
each guard tower in case we run out of arrows. What ingredients do you need? I
can see if there is any way of sourcing them from elsewhere in the city.”

“Saffron and pearl dust, Your Majesty.”
“Ah.” Those were rare at the best of times. I could likely persuade a few

women to give up their pearl jewelry, but where would we find saffron this early
in the season? “I will see what I can do.”

From there, I visited the Metalsmiths and Weavers, who were working
together to develop a number of battle enchantments, most of which they
refused to talk about until they were finished. One group was hard at work
forging what looked like a set of crossed metal bars that would fit over the
inside of the city doors.

“How does the reinforcement work?” I asked, walking around the enormous
set of bars.

“The mechanics would not make sense to a non-Weaver,” a silver-haired man
said dismissively. “Suffice it to say this would render the city gates nigh
impenetrable. Only a Metalsmith working in concert with a Weaver, both with
an understanding of the magic powering this protective enchantment, would be
able to bring it down. And that would be from the inside of the gates, not the
outside.”

Despite his arrogant tone, his news was excellent. “Does this render the gates
flameproof as well?”

“Of course.”
“When do you expect to be finished?”
“By a quarter from this Varseday.”
I swallowed my surprise. Eleven days was too long to wait; I expected another

attack on the gates any hour now. “Is there no way to speed it up?”
“Not if you want a functional enchantment, Your Majesty.”
“Very well.” I turned on my heel and strode away before my temper got the

better of me. Perhaps Leoth would have more luck speeding the work along.
I returned to the Cheltish wing without visiting the Cloudmages. The skies

were still clear, the only clouds puffy and insubstantial, and when I had asked
them three days prior how their work was going, they had said the prevailing
winds were blowing the wrong way.

We were getting there. Little by little, day by day, we improved our chances of
holding firm against the Whitish army.

Leoth was away, and the common area empty, so I retreated to my private



office. Trailing my fingers over the desk, which was stacked with diagrams and
lists and maps, I paced to the window and looked out over the city.

Why was the Whitish army delaying their attack so long? They were not doing
it for our benefit. My last scout had not returned; I feared they were making
some secret plans, building something that would undo our defenses. If the
Whitish army waited more than ten days, our gates would be reinforced to the
point of impenetrability. Would they wait?
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Stones from the Sky

 
ive more days passed, and then one morning I woke to grey skies and a drop
in temperature. I sought out the Cloudmages at once, and they told me with
weary satisfaction that their storm had come at last and would stay as long as

I needed—or until it had deposited its full contents on the valley.
“Snow or rain?” I asked.
“That remains to be seen, Your Majesty.”
The next morning, a damp, sleety snow began to fall. It melted as soon as it

hit the ground or rooftops, which had soaked in the last quarter’s worth of sun,
but as the day wore on, it fell thicker than ever. Soon it began settling. I realized
belatedly that it would likely kill any new vegetables sprouting in the Garden
District; then again, Baylore often received late-season storms, so it had been a
risk to plant seedlings in exposed gardens this early. It was approaching the
middle of Reed-span, the last forty days of spring, and even the trees around
Baylore were decked out in flowers.

We spent the day inside, making what progress we could without visiting our
soldiers. When my father came to speak with me in my study that afternoon, I
asked, “Have you heard anything from that man you saw at the wedding? Your
father’s personal attendant?”

His expression darkened. “Not for lack of trying. I have sent messengers all
around town asking for him, but he has eluded me thus far. It’s a great shame. I
had hoped to learn where he has been these past twenty years and welcome him
back into the palace.”

“Why would he hide?”
“Others may have learned what he is. Perhaps he fears persecution if he

reveals himself publicly once more.”
“What do you mean?”



“He’s an Extractor like you, Kalleah.”
I stared at my father. Another Extractor who had once lived in the palace? I

needed to meet this man. And more than that, the fact that my father held him
in high regard spoke a great deal of my father’s values. I had always thought he
tolerated my forbidden blood because I was his daughter and heir, and he had
no choice, but it seemed he was more accepting than I had realized. Perhaps his
dismay at my reappearance two years ago had not been due to shame, but 
instead fear for my safety and the stability of Baylore.  

“I hope you find him,” I said quietly.
“As do I.”
 

* * *
 
The next day brought intermittent hail and rain, and all the while the snow
continued to deepen.

Then, late that night, the ringing of bells rose from the city.
I had been deeply asleep after a long day trudging around in the snow to

inspect our progress, and at first I thought the bells were merely announcing the
Sullimsday market.

“Kalleah,” Leoth said sharply. He tapped one of our lamps and flooded the
room with light. “Get up. We’re under attack.”

At once I was wide awake. Scrambling from bed, I pulled on my uniform with
shaking fingers, adding a coat and a cloak over the top. While I struggled to belt
my sword and dagger around my waist, Leoth marched around the Cheltish
wing, knocking on doors so loudly the sound carried back to me.

“Wake up. We have to get to the walls. Baylore is under attack.”
Knotting my hair hastily behind my head and tugging on my boots, I joined

Mellicante and Baridya in the common area. Cal sloped out to join us several
minutes later, followed by Deance, Viko, and my parents, and then Leoth
bounded down the hall.

“Come on,” Leoth said. “Let’s go.”
The snow had stopped falling, and what remained was pockmarked with

craters where rain had fallen and melted away the top layer. Though the low
clouds blocked all light from the moon, they reflected the streetlamps, lightening
the sky with a hazy orange glow. The air was bitterly cold, and as I started down
the palace steps, I realized I had forgotten my gloves.

Above us, bells continued to ring—the distant, quiet cacophony of
unharmonized bells from the city walls and the vibrating clang of the great
cathedral bell. Courtiers and Makhori emerged from the palace behind us, some



in uniform, others bundled in so many layers of furs they looked bearlike. The
square was already filled with people, many carrying lamps or torches of their
own. Some were civilians heading for shelter in the palace or cathedral, but most
were soldiers waiting for orders.

“To the gates,” I called, my voice hoarse. I was still struggling to shake off my
exhaustion.

Just as my army began to move in a wave down Market Street, a boom like a
calving glacier echoed from the maze of alleys to our left. Distant screams rose
from the same place, followed by a sound like a rockslide.

“What is that?” I whispered to Leoth.
“Trebuchets, unless I’m mistaken,” he said grimly. “This must be why they

delayed their attack. I didn’t think they would be able to find planks large
enough to make trebuchets, but maybe they’ve found some in Twenty-League
Town.”

“Plagues,” I muttered. Around me, the soldiers had slowed, many looking
alarmed. “What are we supposed to do?”

“Nothing. We can’t leave the gates undefended. From what I’ve read, most
trebuchets can’t aim very well, so they’ll just keep firing rocks into the city and
causing as much damage as possible. It’s just a distraction, a way to draw
attention and hands away from the gates.”

“Soldiers, to the gates!” I shouted once more. “Everyone else, make your way
to the middle of the city. The Market District is no longer safe.”

Leoth and I jostled our way to the front of the massed soldiers, the air thick
with the smell of sweat and mildew. We took off at a run down Market Street,
shouting out orders as we went, and I was relieved to see civilians evacuating
their homes by way of the back streets, as we had practiced. Market Street had
been shoveled clear of snow, but many of the side streets were still deeply
buried; civilians stumbled as they fought their way through the deep drifts.

As we drew close to the gates, our army swelling with each side street we
passed, I caught sight of a boulder flying in a swift arc over the city wall. I
slowed, transfixed, as it slammed into the second story of a stone building. Most
of the building crumpled inward in an avalanche of bricks, and behind us,
several soldiers yelled in fear.

Leoth grabbed my arm and hauled me forward. “Don’t draw attention to
them,” he said sharply. “We don’t want our soldiers to panic. They’ll be aiming
for buildings, so we’re not in any danger.”

Picking up my pace once more, I slipped on a patch of ice where snow had
melted and then frozen, but I regained my footing quickly.

Closer to the wall, a battle chant rose from the Whitish army, punctuated by



irregular drumming. I wondered if they used the drums to pass along orders.
Just as we stumbled to a halt before the wall, a thunderous boom rang from

the gates, which groaned and juddered beneath the impact. Leoth and I turned
to our army, who stared at us with fear written plain on their faces.

“That sounds like the entire army outside our gates,” Leoth said quietly.
“Do you think we’ll hold?” I asked.
“I don’t know. Everything is up to fate at this point.” With a sigh, he raised

his voice and shouted, “Archers, Flamespinners, and Potioneers, onto the wall!
We need to hold back the army. Flamespinners, aim for the soldiers carrying the
battering ram. Potioneers, if you can hit the trebuchets with your explosives, do
so at once. Otherwise, drop smoke into the ranks and create confusion. Archers,
don’t waste arrows on armored soldiers. Aim for drummers and standard-
bearers and anyone who might be organizing troop movements.”

He waited while dozens of soldiers pushed their way through the crowd. I
could recognize the magicians from their set jaws, their determined expressions;
they had faced battle before, in the streets of Baylore and in countless scenarios
Deance had created. The archers were mainly new recruits who hung back, eyes
round with fear, unwilling to charge to their death.

Once the first ranks had passed, Leoth shouted, “Professor Tabernath! Send
word to the crafters working on strengthening our gates. We need their
enchantment now—if they can’t finish it immediately, we won’t have a city left
to protect.”

The professor nodded and strode away, soldiers pulling apart to allow him
through.

I had not even spotted Professor Tabernath in the crowd until Leoth called
out to him. In the confusion, every face had blended together into a sea of
soldiers. Even my friends had vanished in the press of bodies.

“Are you ready?” Leoth asked.
I nodded brusquely. All traces of tiredness had fled as the battle rose before

us.
Together, Leoth and I entered the guard tower and climbed the stairs to the

top of the city wall. Before I reached the top, the smell of burning flesh choked
me, and I picked out screams from amid the war chant.

Then we emerged atop the wall, and the magnitude of the army below hit like
a blow to the chest. I gripped the crenellations for balance, heedless of any
danger from arrows.

The Whitish army spread before us, row upon row of soldiers in silver armor,
torches flickering above the sea of bodies. Two trebuchets towered above the
army; as I watched, frozen with shock, soldiers loaded one with a boulder from



a stack that looked as though it had been dragged from Twenty-League Town
on two wood bars like skis. Then the counterweight was released, and the
boulder soared over our city wall.

Seconds later, it thundered down on a warehouse roof. The middle of the
roof collapsed, and slate tiles rained down into the hole.

“I’m surprised they’re not aiming for our wall,” Leoth said, his arms slack at
his sides.

“Maybe it’s too thick for the trebuchets to bring down.”
“I hope that’s true.”
We stood for another moment, paralyzed with shock. I could not begin to

think how we would defeat this army.
Then a shout rang from our left. “Ladders on the wall, Your Majesty! They’re

coming at us from all directions!”
Startled from my indecision, I dropped my helmet into place and shouted,

“Flamespinners and Potioneers! Spread along the wall and stop the ladders!
Soldiers, there are glass bottles of explosives in every guard tower. Throw these
at the ladders, and aim well!”

To my left, I glimpsed a silver helmet rising over the wall. Not thinking, I
drew my sword and charged in the direction of the attack. Leoth’s shouted
warning didn’t register over the roar of the battle.

Through the darkness and the chaos I ran, shoving past soldiers, desperate to
force back the Whitish men on our wall. My soldiers drew back as two more
Whitish soldiers clambered up the wall, their armor glinting in the torchlight.
Someone kept pace with me, and when I glanced sideways, he panted, “I think
the other Flamespinners can hold the gates for now.”

It was Cal. I hadn’t recognized him with his face obscured by a roughly-
forged helmet.

I ran faster still, nearly slicing the arm off a soldier who didn’t jump out of my
path quickly enough, desperate to fight off the Whitish before Cal put himself in
danger.

Then, with a roar, I flung myself at the nearest Whitish soldiers. All three
turned to counter me, one sword swiping mine aside while another came cutting
in toward my side. I jumped back in time to avoid the brunt of the blow, but the
tip of his sword caught on my cloak. The cloak was not magically reinforced,
and it ripped apart; while the soldier tried to disentangle his sword from the
heavy cloth, I stabbed toward the first soldier, aiming for the gap under his arm
where his armor exposed soft flesh. He knocked my blade away and slashed at
my ribs, but Cal jumped in and parried his blow. While I stepped back,
unfastening my cloak and tossing it aside, Cal traded quick blows with the



soldier. He was clumsier than I—he had spent so much time practicing his
magic that he had neglected his sword skills.

“Don’t fight!” I hissed. “Use your power.”
We traded places, Cal stepping back while I engaged the soldiers once more. I

stopped aiming for the gaps in their armor, instead parrying their blows, keeping
them distracted while Cal worked.

Then a soldier roared in pain and stumbled back. Fire licked around his face
from inside his helmet, and when he yanked his helmet off, flames engulfed his
hair.

While he beat at his burning head, Cal sent a billowing whirl of flames around
all three men, swallowing them in blinding light. One soldier dropped his sword,
screaming, and the other two fled blindly, arms waving in the air. The fire
pursued them, dark smoke billowing off their bodies, thick with the reek of
burned hair and flesh. My throat closed up as I watched them drop one by one,
their screams cutting off abruptly.

“Well done, Cal!” I shouted.
As he let the fire flicker out, I realized someone had taken advantage of the

confusion to drop an explosive on the ladder. A pile of bodies lay at the foot of
the ladder, and two of the rungs were missing, singed away. More soldiers were
beginning to climb, but one of my guards was already hacking away at the
supports with a hatchet.

“Good work,” I said breathlessly. Cal was still staring at the men he had
burned, eyes reflecting the firelight through his visor, and I grabbed his arm.
“Are you all right? Can you stop the next ladder, or do you want to come back
to the gates with me?”

He gave his head a little shake. “No, I’m fine. I’ll go find the next ladder.”
The corners of his eyes crinkled. “I’d better practice. You’re a much better
fighter than me.”

“Well, you’re better off using fire than a sword. Don’t forget that.”
Cal gave me a salute and jogged off, quickly disappearing into the crowd of

soldiers on the wall.
Beside me, my guard succeeded in hacking through the last of the ladder’s

supports. The ladders were made from thin branches and sapling trees bound
together, and when the ladder collapsed onto a lower portion of the wall, the
whole thing sagged and then cracked in the middle. The men who had begun
climbing fell, shouting, in a clatter of armor.

I scooped up the three fallen swords and the helmets. “You,” I said to the
guard who had cut through the ladder. “Once the bodies cool, strip off their
armor and deliver it to the gates.”



“Yes, Your Majesty.” I hadn’t been able to tell beneath the helmet, but it was
a woman, and she sounded young. Too young to be in the middle of a deadly
battle.

But we needed all the help we could get. I could not send her away.
When I ran back to the gates, arms laden with the pieces I had salvaged from

the fallen soldiers, Leoth rounded on me.
“What were you thinking?” he roared. “You’re the queen of Itrea! You can’t

risk your life in a fight without backup!”
I did not tell him that I had not been thinking. That I had acted instinctively,

panicked at the prospect of the Whitish army breaching our defenses. Instead, I
drew myself up to my full height, arms still bristling with swords, and said, “I am
your queen. I don’t take orders from you, Leoth. And if I die, you will take the
throne in my place.”

“Kalleah—”
“That’s an order. Don’t question me.”
We both flinched at a thunderous boom from inside Baylore. Unnoticed, the

trebuchet to our left had loosed another boulder. Already a handful of buildings
had collapsed, and the mountain of stones beside each trebuchet had not
diminished. I dropped my armful of swords and helmets by the wall. We didn’t
have time to distribute them.

“What are we doing about those trebuchets?” I barked. “Potioneers—can you
hit them from here?”

“They’re out of range, Your Majesty. We’ve tried slingshots, but we can’t hit
them.”

“Is there any way to shoot the potion with arrows?”
“The bottles are too heavy, Your Majesty. We’ve tried, but the arrows drop

right out of the air.”
“What makes the potion explode?”
“Hitting something at considerable speed, Your Majesty. Even without

bottles, the potion would explode if we poured it off the walls.”
Shouts rose from below, and the drumbeats sped up; we broke off, peering

over the wall, and watched as purple mists rose from among the Whitish
soldiers.

“Nine plagues,” Leoth snapped. “If that smoke rises too fast, we won’t be
able to aim at the trebuchets.”

The Potioneer cringed. “Maybe we could douse scraps of cloth in the potion,
Your Majesty, and tie them around arrows. I don’t know if it would work, but
it’s worth a try.”

“Do it. But be very careful. I don’t want anyone injured.”



The Potioneer sketched a hasty bow and dashed away.
Below us, the battering ram slammed against the gates once more,

reverberating through the wall. The log itself was smoldering, but new soldiers
kept replacing any the Flamespinners felled.

“Archers! Aim for the supports!” the Potioneer shouted from our right.
Arrows whistled through the air. Most fell short, but the Potioneer had

guessed right—wherever they landed, small bursts of flame and smoke exploded
from the battlefield.

Several more volleys flew toward the right-hand trebuchet, but they weren’t
fast enough. Another stone soared over the Warehouse District, thundering
onto a rooftop. I did not dare look behind me to see the extent of the damage.
Purple and green smoke billowed higher than ever, nearly obscuring our vision,
and the army closest to our gates descended into chaos, unable to see where
they were.

Then, at last, an arrow tied with a potion-soaked rag hit home. The right side
of the trebuchet exploded, wood splintering in every direction, and the towering
arm sagged. Soldiers fled in every direction as the whole structure collapsed
onto the battlefield.

Shouts rose from the army, followed by deep, slow drumbeats, and a team of
soldiers began hauling the second trebuchet back, out of range of our arrows.

The archers let out a cheer.
Another blow on our gates shook the wall, and the cheers died at once. The

great wood doors were beginning to splinter, and they creaked ominously as the
battering ram retreated.

“Flamespinners, don’t let the battering ram get close! We can’t let the army
through!”

Unfortunately, it looked as though most of the Flamespinners had spread out
to stop the ladders, and the six who remained were not nearly as effective as Cal.
Great bursts of fire flashed before the gates, illuminating the cloud of colored
haze, but when the billows of flame faded, nothing had caught alight.

“Concentrate!” I bellowed. “We’re counting on you to keep our gates safe!”
Another burst of flame engulfed the soldiers below, and this time, two men

dropped the battering ram and fled into the haze, screaming. But as soon as they
vanished, two more took their place.

“Potioneers! Drop your explosives on the soldiers below!”
A flurry of bottles fell from the wall. One burst in a shower of sparks when it

landed, followed by a string of others. But though they splintered the soldiers’
shields, they did nothing to break the formation around the battering ram.

“This is impossible.” I tightened my grip on the hilt of my sword, hungry for



a Whitish soldier to sink my blade into. “We’re never going to get through them.
Where’s the damn gate reinforcement?”

“It’s not going to come,” Leoth said bleakly. “Don’t count on it. The gates
have to hold.”

A runner charged down the wall, helmet off, hair flying behind him.
“Your Majesty! Whitish soldiers have taken the east wall! They’re laying more

ladders right now!”
I let out a string of curses.
This was the end. I couldn’t see any way through this attack. After all our

preparations, Baylore would fall at the first true assault.
“There are plenty of soldiers on the streets,” Leoth said. “Send them to cut

off the army before it gets into our city.”
I darted to the inner wall and leaned over the street.
“Soldiers! We need reinforcements on the eastern wall! The Whitish army has

penetrated our defenses!”
As if to punctuate my words, the battering ram crashed against the gates once

more. Huge chunks of wood splintered away, and the bolt groaned.
Leoth and I stood back as a stream of soldiers charged up the stairs and along

the wall to the east side.
“We need Cal here,” I shouted at Leoth. “We can’t hold the gates without

him.”
“It’s too late for that. They’re about to give way.” Leoth grabbed my wrist.

“Even if the enchantment isn’t ready, those iron bars will buy us time. We need
to strengthen the gates at any cost. Go now, and order the workers to bring the
reinforcements immediately. If the gates have fallen by the time you return…”

“I won’t be long,” I said. “Don’t do anything stupid.”
Leoth clutched my hand to his chest for an instant, and then I tugged free of

his grip and ran.
Down the stairs I sprinted, and up Market Street, past soldiers waiting for

orders, past civilians fleeing the rubble-strewn streets, past shards of stone and
glass flung from collapsed buildings. I tugged off my helmet, and everyone I
passed scrambled out of my path, recognizing their queen. Even here, the reek
of battlefield smoke hung thick over the city, and overhead, the clouds flashed
with intermittent bursts of light from Flamespinners and exploding potion
bottles.

At last I staggered into the main square, where I found a clump of silver-
haired Weavers arguing furiously over the crossed iron bars, which lay before
them on the cobblestones. Professor Tabernath stood nearby, hands on his hips,
looking thunderous.



“What are you doing?” I demanded. “The gates are about to collapse! We
need the reinforcements in place now!”

“The enchantment isn’t ready, Your Majesty,” the condescending Weaver
snapped. “All our work will amount to a lump of metal if we put it in place
now.”

“It won’t amount to anything if you wait any longer! We’ll all be dead!”
“But—”
“Shut up and start moving those bars!” I bellowed. “If you question me, I’ll

have your head for treason!”
Though my threat was not serious, color drained from the face of the man

who had questioned me, and the Weavers jumped to attention.
With twenty Weavers and Metalsmiths carrying the metal bars, we started

down Market Street as quickly as possible. Viko had followed me up from the
wall, and he marched along by my side, gripping the hilt of his sword. We were
halfway down when a figure broke from the crowd of soldiers and ran toward
us.

“Kalleah!”
It was my father.
“The gates have fallen! Soldiers are swarming the city! We’ve fallen back

behind the barricades, but we can’t hold them for long.”
My heart stopped for a second. “What do you suggest?” I shouted wildly.
My father slowed. “We need to gather as many soldiers as we can and charge

straight into the Whitish army. If we can force them back, we’ll have a chance to
put the bars in place.”

“But our soldiers will be massacred!”
My father nodded gravely. “There is no other way.”
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The Fatal Charge

 
o. It will never work.” Panic clouded my vision.

“Kalleah! Now is not the time to be sentimental.”
Turning his back on me, my father bellowed, “Soldiers! I need five

hundred swords ready immediately for a charge at the gates! We must clear the
way for the reinforcements.”

Wild-eyed soldiers all down the street pushed and shoved one another, some
dashing into side alleys to escape the fatal charge, others shuffling into a
haphazard column. Viko took two steps forward, as though he intended to join
the column, but I grabbed his arm.

“No. I need you here.”
He turned to me, eyes blank with terror; it seemed to take a moment before

he recognized me. At last he nodded.
“Go!” my father roared. “Fight like your lives depend on it!”
The soldiers jostled their way forward, but the ones at the front seemed

reluctant to charge to their deaths.
My father pushed through the crowd. “Fight for Baylore! Fight for your

families! Fight for your freedom!”
I broke into a run after my father, but he turned and grabbed my shoulder.

“Stay back. Your life is too valuable to waste.” Then he slammed on his helmet.
“I want you to remember this, Kalleah. We are part of the balance as well. Do
not throw your life away recklessly, but when it will tip the scales, do what you
must.”

Then he plunged through the disorganized soldiers and fought his way to the
front of the column, where he raised his sword. “After me! We must save our
city!”

I stood rooted to the ground in horror as my father led the charge down the



sloping street to the city gates. Now the soldiers picked up momentum, their
shouts resounding off the stone walls, buoyed by my father’s confidence.

“Your Majesty,” one of the Weavers said from right behind me.
I jolted from my daze. “We need to get moving!” I yelled hoarsely. “We only

have a small window to put the reinforcements in place. Our soldiers are buying
it for us with their lives.”

The Weavers and Metalsmiths hefted the frame of crossed iron bars onto
their shoulders and broke into a clumsy trot, the gentle slope of Market Street
carrying them forward.

As the ground leveled out, I could no longer see over the heads of my father’s
column, but I saw archers and Flamespinners firing on the Whitish soldiers
trapped just inside the gates. It looked as though our forces had stopped them at
the barricade; a second later, I saw my father bound up the steps behind the
short blockade wall and throw himself into the melee, his troops close at his
heel.

Little by little, our soldiers pushed their way forward, the iron frame
advancing in their wake. The dark street rang with shouts and screams and
clashing metal; I had no way of telling who held the upper hand.

Then, at last, we reached the blockade. I dashed to the top in time to see my
father’s column slam its way through the gates, forcing the Whitish army back.
The city was ours once more—and my father was outside.

“Close the gates! Move fast!” I yelled.
While I waded through the fallen bodies, trying not to look too closely at

whose side they came from, soldiers heaved the gates closed. The battering ram
had torn a ragged hole in the middle, shearing through the bolt and one of the
thick timbers, but the rest of the wood was intact.

Behind me, the Weavers and Metalsmiths carried their frame to the base of
the gates and set it down. Bracing their heels on the cobblestones, they heaved
the iron bars upright; as the frame ground into place, it flashed briefly. When the
crafters stepped back, it remained attached to the doors as though it had always
been there.

“Well done,” I said, though I was driven to distraction with worry about my
father. “Can we patch the hole somehow?”

“It will be—”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” another Weaver said firmly.
Nodding hastily, I turned and dashed up the guard tower stairs. The top of

the wall was packed so densely with archers and Flamespinners and soldiers I
could hardly force my way through, but I pushed them aside and hastened to
the battlement.



The sight below knocked the air from my lungs.
I could not pick my father from the mess of fighting. The Itrean soldiers

looked like a tiny island in the sea of Whitish troops, and it shrank by the
second. The Whitish soldiers hacked away at our soldiers with swords and
maces and pikes; the Weaver-reinforced clothing did nothing to cushion the
hammer blows, and as I watched, dozens of soldiers fell beneath brutal hits. We
needed different weaponry, I thought, dazed with horror. We had focused
everything on forging swords, but they were useless against plate armor.

“Is there any way we can rescue the survivors?” I asked frantically.
“It’s too late for that,” a soldier muttered.
I gripped the battlement, close to throwing myself over the side in

desperation. Our archers continued to fire, but no Whitish soldiers fell.
“Don’t waste the arrows,” I called weakly. “There’s nothing more we can do.”
The Flamespinners continued sending billows of fire into the Whitish ranks

—I recognized Cal’s precision, though I could not see him through the crowd—
but my father’s troops were dwindling. The Whitish army closed in, the sheer
weight of numbers trampling our resistance.

Then, at last, they were gone.
I staggered back and would have fallen if not for the press of bodies trapping

me upright. I could not accept it. My father, the beloved former king, had died
like a commoner. His body would be trampled beneath the weight of thousands
of enemies.

The soldiers all around me gave a roar, and I flinched. Forcing my way back
to the battlement, I realized the Whitish army was retreating. They had spent
many lives trying to break through our gates, and with their work undone, they
would withdraw and devise a new strategy. They carried the bodies of their
fallen soldiers as they went, perhaps to give them a funeral in the Whitish
tradition, perhaps to reclaim the valuable armor.

My soldiers cheered, the sound rippling down the wall. They saw only our
victory. They did not count the bodies that lay at their feet, the death of their
former king.

I should have been the one leading that attack. I should have done what was
necessary for my city. Leoth would have made a good, fair king in my stead.

But what about your child? asked a tiny voice in the back of my head.
I pushed it aside. I had been weak. I had hesitated at the moment of decision,

allowed sentiment to drive me off the course of necessity. I had thought myself
stronger than that.

Far off, in the direction of Larkhaven and the Wandering Woods, I thought
the clouds betrayed a hint of early morning light.



As my soldiers began retreating from the wall, I found Leoth directing them
with a dazed look in his eyes.

“We nearly lost,” he muttered. “All our planning, all our training, and it came
down to one brave, suicidal charge.”

“That was my father,” I said blankly.
“Bloody Varse.” Leoth’s face went slack with horror.
I did not want his sympathy. Since he seemed to be directing people away

without thinking, without strategizing, I took over. I felt numb, as though my
body did not belong to me, yet it still obeyed my commands.

“Captain Embrosse! Send scouts after the Whitish army,” I called to the
brutish captain of the gates, who had been directing archers and soldiers in the
background. “We need to see what move they make next. Tell your scouts to
take stock of their siege engines and lumber supplies, but don’t let them risk
being seen.

“Metalsmiths and Weavers—we need to patch the hole in the gates at once,
and you must finish your reinforcement charm before the Whitish army
returns.”

Dellik jogged toward us from the east side of the wall, where it appeared she
had led the fight against the soldiers who had breached our wall. Her brown hair
was escaping its tail, and blood flecked her face.

“Your Majesty. What are your orders?” She held her unsheathed sword at her
side, the blade darkened with ash and blood.

“Organize a cohort to collect the bodies of our fallen. I want names and
numbers, and if the Whitish army stays away, I want a proper funeral pyre just
outside our gates.”

“I think most of our casualties came from that final charge, Your Majesty.
The Whitish archers picked off a few on the walls—I saw a Flamespinner fall
near the start of the battle—and I lost five soldiers while we tried to hold the
eastern wall. But the Whitish army’s casualties were far higher.” She shook her
head. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they try something completely different next.
They put everything into an assault on the walls, but we held. They won’t want
to risk that again.”

We stood side by side for a moment, surveying the battlefield, where bodies
lay invisible atop the dark grass now the Whitish army’s torches were gone.

“That final charge will go down in song, Your Majesty. Who led the army?”
“My father,” I said hollowly.
Dellik’s face went blank. “No. I didn’t see anyone make it back alive. He can’t

have—”
I nodded, and the color drained from Dellik’s cheeks.



Then she turned hastily and marched away, shouting, “Soldiers! Keep a strong
watch on the wall! I need ten scouts following the Whitish army.” I doubted
anyone else could hear the quaver in her voice.

Leoth had stood beside me that whole time, unspeaking, but when we were
left unnoticed in the flow of retreating soldiers, he took my hand. Together we
stood behind the battlement, watching in silence as the clouds lifted and a glow
lit the horizon.

Then, at last, the sun rose on a graveyard of fallen soldiers.
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The Sunset Pyre

 
s the wall cleared, Leoth and I descended the steps and started back toward
the palace. The small space between the gates and the barricade was strewn
with bodies from both sides; I tried to calculate the number of soldiers we

could arm with the weapons and plate on the bodies of fallen Whitish soldiers,
and then hated myself for thinking in such mercenary terms when those deaths
had been bought with my father’s life.

I could not think about it now. I was still moving as though in a daze, my feet
carrying me toward the city center without conscious thought. All around,
civilians were returning to their homes, perhaps finding their roofs collapsed
beneath the weight of a boulder, the walls crumbling. Cheers and shouts of
thanks followed us up the street, but I wondered how many would continue to
praise us once they had the names of the dead. The noise echoed strangely in
my ears, as though I was underwater, and when I struggled to smile at my
people, my face felt as if it would crack.

At the main square, celebrating townspeople surrounded us, and I searched
wildly for a way through. Leoth took my arm and steered me toward the palace
steps, where our guards extracted us from the crowd.

Mother met us just inside the grand doors. She ran to me and seized me in a
fierce hug, not caring that I was covered in mud from the slushy streets. I stood
stiffly, not returning her embrace.

“Oh, Kalleah. I heard we won the battle, but I didn’t know where you were.
Everyone was running about, and no one seemed to know exactly what had
happened. When our army started clearing away, and you still hadn’t
returned…”

I pulled away from Mother, unsurprised to see mud smeared on the fine
fabric of her skirts. “We were losing. We weren’t ready for the attack. But Father



led a charge through the gates to secure the city, and the Whitish army
retreated.”

“Where is Baltheor?” Mother craned her head to see through the palace
doors.

Mutely, I shook my head.
“No,” Mother breathed.
“He fell, Mother. Outside the gates. No one survived.”
Pressing a hand to her mouth, Mother stared at me, tears springing to her

eyes. Then she turned and retreated hastily into the palace, her gait clumsy rather
than graceful.

“Kalleah, are you all right?” Leoth asked tentatively.  
I brushed past the guards and hurried down the hall, leaving him scrambling

to keep up. My thoughts were tangled, messy, and that scared me.
Back in the Cheltish wing, I left my muddy boots with a guard and slammed

the door to the royal suite. My chest was heaving as though I had run a great
distance, my ribs tight. I stalked over to the balcony and slipped into the chill
morning breeze, gulping great lungfuls of air that still carried the taste of smoke.
Of charred bodies.

My legs were weak, and I still could not loosen the band around my chest. I
leaned out over the balustrade, my body shaking, wondering what would happen
if I climbed over and leapt to the ground far below.

Then the balcony door clicked open, and I whirled to find Leoth there, his 
boots trailing mud through my suite. Anger swelled in me; I knew it was 
irrational, but I let it take hold of me.  

“Go away, Leoth. I can’t—”
“This is my bedchamber now as well, unless you want to change that.”
“No, it’s not…I just—” I felt trapped with him here. I needed to be alone, to

escape the ever-present eyes of my court.
“Kalleah—”
“I failed, Leoth,” I snapped. “It should have been me giving the orders, me

leading that charge. But I was too cowardly. I let my father do what was
necessary because I could not.”

“Don’t you dare say that.” Leoth’s voice rose. “You’re alive because of your
father’s sacrifice. Don’t throw that away by wishing yourself dead.”

“I failed,” I said again. “I cared too much. I would have chosen to save those
five hundred soldiers at the expense of many thousands more.”

“It’s not a bad thing, to love your people,” Leoth said gently. “You can’t think
of it as a weakness.”

He didn’t understand. “I never even thought of King Baltheor as my father.



Even after two years, he was a stranger. But he was a better ruler than I’ll ever
be. I thought he didn’t care for me. That he wished I’d never returned. But he
saved me when I was an infant, even though he risked losing his chance at the
throne. And he told my mother to bring me back when it was time to make my
claim. He could have pretended we were dead. He could have remarried.

“And he trusted me when I led the army from Larkhaven. He trusted me to
save Baylore, even when I thought we had no hope. He—”

My shoulders shook, and my eyes blurred with tears. I wiped at them
furiously—what right did I have to mourn the father I had never truly accepted?

“Kalleah,” Leoth murmured. Though I resisted, he pulled me into his arms.
Then I crumpled against him, sobbing.
Why had I never taken the chance to get to know my father better? Why had

I kept myself at a distance? Now it was too late, and I would never understand
the man who had led Baylore in its final days of glory, the man who had
protected a daughter with forbidden blood, the military leader who had raised an
army strong enough to retake Baylore.

Eventually, the cold wind dried the tears on my cheeks and froze my hands. I
straightened, my eyes puffy and tender, avoiding Leoth’s gaze. But his eyes were
red as well, and when he caught my surprised look, he scrubbed away tears with
a forlorn chuckle.

“Your father was always kind to me,” he said, holding the balcony door open
for me. “He didn’t demean me or punish me the way my father did. Sometimes
I wondered what would have happened if I had told him about my forbidden
blood—I don’t think he would have thought less of me for it. Mind you, I was a
bit of a bastard, so he didn’t think much of me to begin with.”

I laughed reluctantly.
Leoth rubbed his eyes on his wrist again. “Plagues, I’ve got mud all over our

rug. I’m an idiot.” He tugged off his boots and carried them to the washroom,
stepping around the trail of muddy footprints.

“I don’t want to face Mother,” I said faintly. “Can we just hide in here
forever? It’s my fault my father is dead.”

“Stop saying that! Someone needed to lead the charge, and your father
succeeded where others might have failed.”

“Mother wasn’t there. She won’t understand.”
As I stripped out of my uniform and ran the bath, the steam easing my

swollen eyes, I thought of Dellik, who had organized my army and fought by my
father’s side since Larkhaven. She had looked as horrified as Mother had at the
news of his death. And my father would never have a chance to be reunited with
his father’s attendant, the mysterious man he held in such high regard.



I sank into the bath, too numb to notice the warmth. My father had been
loved and admired by so many. How many others would mourn his passing?
How many would wish I had died in his place?

 
* * *

 
Once Leoth and I had bathed and dressed in clean uniforms—a gown did not
feel appropriate for the occasion, though I did wear my crown—we emerged to
find a crowd in the Cheltish common area.

The babble of voices fell silent at once.
“Your Majesty,” Dellik said, bowing. She spoke curtly, her jaw stiff. “We have

reports from the field.”
“Yes?” My eyes still felt tender, but at least my voice was steady.
A young man stepped forward. “We rode after the Whitish army, Your

Majesty. They have withdrawn to Twenty-League Town, bringing their camp
and their trebuchet with them. Several more scouts will watch and take note of
inventory over the coming days.”

“Good. Very good.” It sounded as though the Whitish army had given up on
attacking Baylore directly, which would buy us time to fortify the city and train
our soldiers properly. I wasn’t surprised they had chosen to withdraw—it would
be a nightmare to camp in a field of slushy snow.

“The wall took a bit of a hit, Your Majesty,” Dellik said. “The trebuchet fired
one last boulder as it was retreating, and a few crenellations were smashed away.
The wall itself is still sound.”

“And our fallen soldiers?”
Dellik took a step back, grief flashing across her face so briefly I wondered if

I had imagined it, and Embrosse took her place. “Five hundred and twenty-
seven dead, Your Majesty, and eighty-nine injured. The injured have been
transported to hospitals around the city, and the dead have been collected for
identification. We can light the fire at sundown.”

“Thank you,” I said, my throat tightening. “And how much damage did the
trebuchets cause?”

Dellik cleared her throat. “Two warehouses with collapsed roofs, Your
Majesty, and six damaged buildings in the Market District. Only four died in the
buildings, Your Majesty. Most of the city was evacuated long before the first
boulders hit.”

Our preparations had helped, then.
“Dellik, Embrosse, make a full survey of Baylore. I want a detailed report of

the battle and all the damage it caused.”



The two bowed and retreated, a clump of soldiers and scouts at their heels.
Mother was nowhere to be seen, but I could not face her yet. Instead, I

sought out Baridya and Mellicante, afraid of what I would find. I had not seen
them leave the battle.

But they both came to the door when I knocked, and they engulfed me in a
hug, Baridya laughing and crying at the same time.

“You’re all right,” Baridya said. “We’re all here. Thank the gods.”
“Cal?”
“He’s fine. He took a blow to the arm, so he’s down in the hospital right now,

but I don’t think it’s broken. He could still move his fingers.”
“And Deance? Saniya? Carrick?”
“They all came looking for you this morning, but we sent them away,”

Mellicante said. She was the first to break free of our embrace.
The tightness in my chest loosened at each name. My father had died, but so

many of my friends still lived. It was not time to give up yet.
 

* * *
 
That evening, every royal, courtier, and servant from the palace processed down
to the city gates for the funeral pyre. Word of my father’s death had spread, and
all through the day I had been forced to speak with those who came to offer
empty words of sympathy.

We were followed by the core of our army, the soldiers who had followed us
from Larkhaven and had supported us from the beginning. Many had lost
comrades in the final push through the gates, and their sorrow at my father’s
passing was genuine.

Though the Whitish army had long since retreated, Leoth and I climbed to
the top of the wall along with the rest of the funeral procession, where we could
pay our respects without exposing ourselves to attack. The sun was dropping
low in the sky; by the fading light, I could see ten funeral pyres stacked with
bodies. The pyres were built from splintered wood and thatch from the
buildings that had collapsed beneath the Whitish army’s attack. In the center,
the smallest pyre held a single body. I could not make out the features from the
top of the wall, but I knew it was my father.

Shadowed figures circled around the pyres, saying their goodbyes; I guessed
my mother was among them, as I had not seen her since morning.

Then, as the sun dropped beneath the eastern horizon, ten soldiers lit torches
from a small bonfire. Leoth nudged my side, and I realized my people expected
me to say something. But how could I give solace to those who had lost



partners and children and parents to this battle? I was lost as well.
I took a deep, shuddering breath, the cold evening air filling my lungs.

Though the snow had melted, the wind had not lost its bite.
“The full might of the Whitish army marched against us today. We are

untrained in battle, our fortifications half-complete, yet we managed to hold the
day. These brave soldiers who lie on the field of battle are the reason we held
strong. They faced a far greater foe, yet they did not give up. They forced the
Whitish army from our city, paying for our lives with theirs. And for that, they
are heroes.

“King Baltheor is among the fallen. His sacrifice will go down in history—he
will forever be remembered as one of our greatest kings. Yet the men and
women who fought by his side deserve equal acclaim. We will mourn King
Baltheor’s passing just as we mourn every life lost today.”

As my voice died, the wind carrying my words away, the soldiers below
approached the pyres and set fire to them. My father’s pyre remained dark until
all nine others blazed in a ring around it.

Then, with a whoosh of wind, flames burst to life around his pyre. His body
disappeared in the blinding inferno, the flames taking on fleeting shapes of
soldiers and palace spires and horses. Though I could not see his face in the
growing darkness, I recognized Cal’s work.

As Cal’s enchanted fire subsided, the logs beneath took up the blaze, covering
my father’s body until he was wreathed in flames, godlike.

The city stood still, watching, as the pyres burned lower and lower. Smoke
billowed skyward, acrid and dark, only the crackle of logs punctuating the
silence. Around us, the darkness deepened, and stars began to emerge. The
clouds of ash spiraled toward the distant universe, carrying the memories of our
fallen soldiers to the sky.

At last, when the funeral pyres had burned down to embers glowing on the
darkened field, I turned away, legs stiff from the cold. I realized my cheeks were
damp with tears.

As I made my way down from the wall, steps ponderous, weighted down with
the burden of my father’s death, soldiers reached out to touch my arms when I
passed. This time I welcomed the gesture. I was not alone.
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The Long Siege

 
he next day, we were forced to return to our lives, as though the death of
our loved ones meant nothing. I summoned my friends, advisors, and
captains to the audience chamber, where we took reports from all around

the city.
One of the buildings destroyed had housed a forge, and a mountain of scrap

metal lay buried in the wreckage. I sent fifty soldiers to help stabilize the
building and dig out the remnants.

Many of the streets that had been home to our new market were strewn with
rubble, but enterprising civilians had already begun carrying it away, taking what
could be used and stacking the rest in one of the destroyed warehouses. The
first of the tokens—leather squares embossed with a gold crown—had been
distributed, and blacksmiths were already forging new stamps to produce
thousands more. I gave orders to resume the market as usual; the sooner we
could return to a semblance of normalcy, the sooner we would be able to
continue our preparations for war. Unfortunately, many of the vegetables
sprouting in the Garden District had died in the snow, though a few residents
had draped cloth over their gardens to hold in warmth.

Scouts from Twenty-League Town reported that the Whitish army was
transforming the town into a more permanent base. Unbeknownst to us, their
troops must have already begun rebuilding the burnt-out town, because our
scouts described roofs on most houses and only a few thousand tents in the
field beyond. When I pressed them for details on the army’s supplies, the scouts
admitted they had not been able to see what was stored inside several large
barns.

“Where did they get the materials for roofs?” I asked with a frown. “It’s too
early in the season to harvest grasses for thatch.”



“Some of the thatch still looks charred, Your Majesty,” one scout said. “I’d
guess they took anything they could salvage from the burned-out buildings and
combined it to cover the ones that were still standing.”

“Ah.” I found myself wishing we had finished the Truthbringers’ work and
reduced the whole of Twenty-League Town to ashes.

“Looks like they’re settling in, Your Majesty,” said another scout, twisting his
gloves in his hands. “We saw a few tilling a field, and there were horses riding in
the direction of Pelek.”

“Thank you,” I said evenly, though I felt like cursing.
The next report came from guards on the wall who had seen Whitish scouts

ringing the city. They were spread widely, wearing brown homespun rather than
armor; evidently they were there to keep watch on us, not to fight. Perhaps the
Whitish army expected us to flee over the north wall.

Another guard arrived later that afternoon with news that a cohort of twenty
soldiers had taken position on the road leading away from Baylore.

“There’s archers and horsemen, the lot of them fully armored.”
“Do they think we intend to march on them in Twenty-League Town?” I

asked.
“Dunno, Your Majesty.”
It was fortunate we had chosen to hold our funeral services the night before.

We might have been fired on had we waited.
Finally, an errand boy came dashing up from the Market District to report

that all wounded soldiers were recovering well. Dakolth had taken over an inn
near the city gates and recruited the palace healers to help; according to the
errand boy, none of our soldiers’ injuries were dire. Those who had faced the
heaviest fighting were already dead.

Once the reports were finished, we closed the doors to the audience chamber,
and my advisors circled their chairs around my throne. Mother was there as well;
she had smiled at me, eyes red-rimmed, when she arrived, but we had not
spoken in private since I had given her word of my father’s death.

“What next?” I asked into the expectant silence. “Should we prepare for
another attack? Stretch our provisions to wait until aid comes from abroad?
Train our soldiers until we are strong enough to attack the Whitish army in
Twenty-League Town?”

“It looks like this will turn into a long siege,” Leoth said. “The Whitish army
tested their strength against us, and they failed. They might have broken through
our defenses eventually, but only at the cost of thousands more lives. They had
very few ladders to replace those we destroyed, and the gates were unlikely to
fall once we reinforced them.”



“This is what we wanted, isn’t it?” Mellicante said. “Now we have time to
train. We won’t be throwing useless bodies at the Whitish army.”

“Yes, to a certain extent,” Leoth said. “But we won’t hold out forever. Three
spans is the most we can count on, four if we stretch our supplies. By early fall,
we will need to make our next move. Our stores will run dry even if we continue
growing what we can, and once we begin cutting rations, our soldiers will lose
their strength. If help is on its way, waiting is our best strategy. But if not, we’ll
only be delaying the inevitable.”

“What if the Whitish army sends for reinforcements?” Baridya asked.
“If they do, it means they’ve committed everything to this fight and intend to

win at all costs,” Leoth said. “I dearly hope that does not happen.”
“Is there any way to improve our chances of winning support from

overseas?” Mother asked. She sounded as though she had a cold. “If it required
one of us traveling in person, we could make it happen. A small party could slip
past the Whitish patrol unnoticed. For instance, even Kalleah—”

“No,” Leoth said firmly.
I knew he was thinking of our child—the child I still could not be sure I

carried—but he was a fool to put the life of an unborn infant above the needs
of an entire country.

“I will do what I must,” I said.
Saniya and Baridya were both shaking their heads.
“By the time you reach King’s Port, the letters will have long since sailed,”

Baridya said. “It would take you at least a span to sail from King’s Port to Chelt,
and you might sail right past our allies without realizing it. If you do manage to
reach Chelt before anyone sails, and you take time gathering support and
launching ships, six spans could pass before they reach Baylore. By that time, all
of us will have starved to death, and your reinforcements will be marching north
into the fierce storms of winter.” Baridya’s voice was uncharacteristically grim.
“You remember how well that went.”

“The same is true of Varrival,” Saniya said quietly, “only with a longer sailing
time.”

I glanced at Leoth, wondering if he remembered what I had said about the
Drifters; he frowned and shook his head, as though reading my mind.

“So that’s it,” I said flatly. “We wait and we hope. I can’t see this going well.”
“Maybe there’s a way for us to flee,” Deance said. “The other Minstrels and I

could trick the patrols into revealing their names, and we could entrance them
while the rest of the population escapes over the back wall. If we make it to
Ambervale…”

“Ambervale has limited provisions and very few houses,” Mother said.



“Without trade, it could support at most a few thousand refugees.”
“South, then, to King’s Port.”
“That would be a long and dangerous journey,” I said. “And what happens

once we arrive? Once Whitland takes Baylore and marches south? Where will
we flee to next?”

No one offered an answer.
“For now, we will bide our time. Training will continue, as will food and

weapon production. We will add new fortifications to our walls, and practice our
evacuation drills. What will happen next, I cannot guess.”

“Right now, the Whitish army has the upper hand,” Leoth said. “They will
cultivate the land around Twenty-League Town and travel farther afield to
harvest lumber for their siege engines. They run no risk of starvation, and they
do not lack for raw materials. They may have already discovered our mines. We
need to make sure they don’t gain too much of an advantage.”

“How?” I asked.
“I’m not sure.”
I sighed. “Please don’t share what we have discussed today,” I told my friends

and advisors. “I don’t want our people to lose hope. If we remain strong, we
might still find a way to break the Whitish army.”

Leoth and I waited until everyone else had stood before following them to
the door. To my surprise, Mother took Dellik’s arm and walked with her most
of the way to the Cheltish wing, the two women conferring in quiet voices, their
heads bent together.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Leoth said as we walked, startling me from
my contemplation. “But it will never work.”

“Asking the Drifters for help, you mean?” I rotated my crown on my head,
trying to ease the itch underneath. “I’ll save it for a last resort. When it looks like
all other hope is lost.”

“No. It will be a suicide mission.”
“I don’t want to discuss this right now, Leoth.”
He sighed and tightened his grip on my arm. “I can’t lose you.”
I did not know what to say to that. My head was still too much of a tangle

after my father’s death; I would not make promises I could not keep.
 

* * *
 

That evening, a guard from the city wall came dashing into the private Cheltish
dining room halfway through dinner. While all forty present stared at her, she
gasped, “New arrivals from the north, Your Majesty! They’ve announced



themselves as Lord Gabrin, Lady Nyla, and Lord Hemrith.”
Cal dropped his fork with a clatter. “No.” He pushed back his chair with a

scrape. “Where are they?”
“At the palace gates, Milord.”
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Dakolth

 
efore I could say anything, Cal sprinted off, the messenger watching him
with bewilderment.

“How did they get past the Whitish patrol?” Mother asked in surprise.
“Nyla’s a Flamespinner,” I said. “I bet she had something to do with it.”
“I’ve suddenly lost my appetite,” Leoth said, the corner of his mouth

twitching. “Would anyone like to come with me to the gates?”
Chaos broke out as most of the diners abandoned their cutlery and hastened

for the stairs. I dashed after them, propriety be damned.
When we reached the palace entrance, the light streaming down from above

the great doors illuminated five figures—Cal, hugging Nyla with unrestrained
glee; Lord Gabrin, looking careworn but fully recovered from his injuries; Lord
Hemrith, the mayor of Valleywall, dressed in bedraggled finery; and a Drifter I
did not know, a woman who stood back and watched the reunion with pursed
lips.

We poured down the steps to surround our friends, taking turns to embrace
Lord Gabrin and Lord Hemrith.

“How did you escape the army?” Mellicante asked Lord Hemrith. “Did you
stay in Valleywall until they marched through?”

“I thought you were headed for King’s Port!” Cal said to Nyla.
“Is Valleywall still standing?” Mellicante asked.
“Did our messengers tell you to come here?” Leoth asked. “Are they safe?”
“Give them a moment to breathe!” Mother said over the babble. “Shall we

move inside, out of the cold?”
On our way back through the palace, Lord Gabrin said, “And where is King

Baltheor?”
Mother answered before I could. “He lost his life in battle just days ago.”



“My condolences, Your Majesty.” Lord Gabrin’s voice was grave; he had lost
most of his own family, so he was well acquainted with that sorrow.

Back in the Cheltish wing, we drew up new chairs at the dining table and
called for a server to bring portions for Lord Gabrin, Nyla, Lord Hemrith, and
the Drifter woman. I could tell Cal was bursting with questions, but he
restrained himself while the travelers ate with the frantic haste of those who
have been too long without food.

Halfway through the meal, the Drifter looked up at me and said, “Is a man
named Dakolth at your court? I was told I would find him here.”

“Yes, he is. I can send for him now.”
Though it was late, and he would be exhausted from a full day of healing, I

sent a runner down to the Market District to fetch Dakolth. If this woman was
an acquaintance of his, I suspected Dakolth would want to hear of her arrival at
once.

When at last the travelers laid aside their forks, Nyla curling her legs beneath
her, Cal leaned forward. “What’s happening in Valleywall? How did you
survive?”

“Lord Hemrith will need to fill you in on that part,” Lord Gabrin said. “Nyla
and I had long since left Valleywall by the time the Whitish army came.”

Lord Hemrith folded his hands over his stomach, leaning back in his chair.
“Once the evacuations finished, several thousand of us stayed behind. Not all of
us were capable of fighting, but we were devoted to Valleywall and did not want
to see it fall into enemy hands while we lived. Another wave of civilians passed
through, this time fleeing the settlements around Larkhaven, and we sent them
south to King’s Port. We weren’t sure if they would be welcomed in Baylore.”

“That was wise,” Mellicante murmured.
“What news from Larkhaven?” I asked.
“The last we heard, the Whitish army enslaved everyone who didn’t escape in

time and left a couple thousand soldiers in Larkhaven when they moved inland.”
“Our tribes have been watching them,” the Drifter said unexpectedly. Her

expression was grim, her black eyes narrowed. “They are farming the land and
harvesting the largest trees from the forests and plantations east of the
Wandering Woods.”

“The weather in Larkhaven is milder than inland,” Lord Gabrin said. “We are
able to grow certain crops through the winter, and we have far more livestock
than the central valley. I imagine the Whitish army intends to use the coast to
supply their army. They may even open up shipping with Whitland.”

“From what we saw on our journey to Baylore, that certainly seems to be the
case,” Lord Hemrith said. “We passed outside several settlements, and



everywhere we saw signs of Whitish occupation. They have staked out a full
supply route from Larkhaven to Baylore.”

I grimaced. The Whitish army had enough of an advantage as it was without
plundering the wealth of the Larkhaven coast.

“It will be a while before Twenty-League Town is self-sufficient,” Leoth said,
a hint of a smile curling the corner of his mouth. “It could be several spans
before they manage to harvest what they have planted. In the meantime, the
supply route from Larkhaven is long and dangerous, and we can complicate it
further. If our Cloudmages stir up constant flooding rains or hailstorms, we can
both ruin any crops the Whitish plant and make travel between the settlements
far more perilous than usual.”

“That will be satisfying,” Mellicante said with a predatory smile.
“What about the gardens in Baylore?” I asked. “They’ll suffer as much as any

fields outside the city.”
My companions traded glances.
“Maybe if we could prepare the gardens properly, they would stand a better

chance,” Baridya said. “For instance, if we allowed for better drainage and
warned our gardeners whenever hail was on its way. I imagine small gardens
would be much easier to protect than fields.”

Just then, Dakolth appeared in the doorway, his eyes ringed with exhaustion.
He wore simple deerskin clothes, and his boots were streaked with mud from
the streets.

“Your Majesty?” he said quietly. “You summoned me?”
The Drifter woman stood, and Dakolth’s eyes widened.
“Hallioka? What are you doing here?”
She responded in the Drifters’ rapid, fluid tongue.
Dakolth strode forward and grasped her hand, but his reply was in Whitish. “I

will speak with you later.”
She gave a sharp nod and resumed her seat, Dakolth claiming the chair beside

her.
“My apologies, Your Majesty. This is my cousin, Hallioka, who married into a

different tribe—the tribe that lives closest to Borderville. I have not seen her in
years.”

“I came because we have heard many worrying reports in recent spans,”
Hallioka said. “Word came to my tribe that Dakolth had left the woods to serve
as the Itrean queen’s advisor, and I did not believe it until this man confirmed
it.” She nodded to Lord Hemrith. “I sense a change in Itrea that will affect us
all, even within the protection of the woods, and I wish to bring news back to
my village leader. We must decide where we stand.”



“How have the woods responded to the recent movements outside?” Dakolth
asked Hallioka.

“They will not fight the Whitish army,” Hallioka said. “We cannot risk
turning the full wrath of Whitland against us. Yet they have allowed several
groups of farmers to pass beneath the trees to avoid capture.”

Dakolth gave me a piercing look, and I nodded fractionally, not looking at
Leoth. It seemed the Drifters were beginning to take sides, however reluctantly.

“What happened to Valleywall?” Leoth asked Lord Hemrith. “You never
finished your story.”

Lord Hemrith cleared his throat. “We put scouts on the road near the
Wandering Woods, and it was—what, early Dawn-span when the army was
sighted? After hearing stories from the refugees who had fled the Larkhaven
coast, we lost any hope of standing firm against the Whitish army. Instead we
found hideouts we could retreat to. A farm trail leads from Valleywall straight to
Ferndell, and several farmhouses offered us shelter along the way.

“I was staying at one of these along with many of my townspeople when the
army passed through. We couldn’t see what was happening, but we saw smoke
rising from the direction of Valleywall.

“Once another few days had passed and we assumed the Whitish army had
moved on, I rounded up everyone who had taken shelter in the nearby
farmhouses. There were more than a thousand—only a few ended up staying
behind to face the Whitish army.

“We found half of Valleywall burned down and twenty Whitish soldiers living
in my estate. They were easy enough to deal with. We’re lucky they took a liking
to Valleywall, or they’d have burned the whole town.”

“So you’ve been living there ever since?” I asked.
“Exactly. We wanted to join you, but we had no idea what the situation was

like in Baylore. Until your messengers reached us, that is.”
“And they were unharmed?” Leoth asked swiftly.
“Every one of them,” Lord Hemrith said. “It sounds like they traveled cross

country, and the Whitish army hasn’t spread its scouts beyond the road. I don’t
think they trust the open plains here. Too easy to get lost if you don’t know the
land.”

“And what about you?” Cal asked Nyla. “Why aren’t you in King’s Port? Not
that I’m complaining, of course.” He grinned, and Nyla returned his smile shyly.

“We second-guessed our decision as soon as we left Valleywall,” Lord Gabrin
said, laying a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “It seemed wrong to leave you to
fight this war alone. Though two of us would hardly make a difference in a
battle against such great numbers, Nyla kept insisting you would need every



Flamespinner you could recruit, Your Majesty.”
“It’s true,” Cal said. “We don’t have many Flamespinners, but we managed to

hold the gates the first time the Whitish army attacked. And you’re better than
half the Flamespinners I’ve trained here.”

Nyla reddened.
“Very well, then.” Lord Gabrin gave his daughter a rueful smile. “It seems

you were right. In any case, we stopped in Ferndell and decided to wait for news
to reach us before we continued south. It was there that your messengers found
us.”

“Did they have mounts?” Leoth asked.
“Yes. They were making good distance each day, by the sounds of it.”
“When did they pass through Ferndell?” I asked.
“Only a couple quarters ago. We traveled fast, Your Majesty. Hallioka here

insisted on joining us when we passed through Borderville, and then we chanced
a visit to Valleywall and found Lord Hemrith still presiding over the town. I
thought he would have stayed, given the town was secure, but—”

“It’s only a matter of time before Valleywall falls once again,” Lord Hemrith
said gravely. “It appears the Whitish army is setting up a supply chain through
the towns between Baylore and Larkhaven, and when they realize we have taken
over Valleywall once more, I imagine they will send a sizeable force to do away
with the rest of us. I’ve instructed the remainder of my townspeople to abandon
Valleywall at the first sign of Whitish attack.”

“And what of Baylore?” Lord Gabrin asked. “We half-expected to find the
city overrun with Whitish soldiers, but we recognized your Reycoran colors on
the wall guards.”

“We nearly lost the city a few days back,” I said. “For now, the Whitish army
has withdrawn to make a new plan of attack. They’ve moved into Twenty-
League Town and look as though they intend to settle there.”

“Could we burn them out?” Nyla asked.
“Maybe. But I don’t know how we would get close enough without alerting

their entire army. Besides, who knows what they would do if they lost Twenty-
League Town? They might hasten their next attack. For now, it’s best to leave
them where they’re not a threat.”

Mother stood and rang for a servant to clear away our plates. “We can discuss
everything in the morning. Our guests must be exhausted. Allow me to show
you to your rooms.”

While the dining room cleared out, I slipped into the now-empty chair beside
Dakolth. “Could I speak to you before you retire?” I asked softly.

“Kalleah,” Leoth snapped. “You need to give up on the idea.”



“Leoth…” My tone held a warning. I did not want to use my power to force
his hand in front of my friends, but if he pushed me, I would have no choice.

He sighed and stalked away.
“What was that about?” Mother asked. “Do you think you were too hasty to

wed?”
“Mother! It’s nothing to do with that. You can go now. I need to speak to

Dakolth in private.”
The last of the dinner guests eyeing us, I led Dakolth to the downstairs study

and slid the bolt behind us. I sat in the high-backed chair behind the desk,
Dakolth settling onto a smaller chair across from me. For a moment I studied
him, trying to decide how to begin. Dakolth was a tall, solemn Drifter, his black
eyes almond-shaped and bright with intelligence, his skin the same brown as the
trees in the Wandering Woods. He had long been an enigma to me; at first he
had treated me with hostility, angry we had trespassed in his home, but he had
later abandoned his people to serve as my advisor. Even now, after traveling in
his company for spans on my campaign to retake Baylore, I did not know where
I stood with him.

Dakolth was first to break the silence. “Am I correct in guessing you have not
given up on the idea of help from my people?”

His directness threw me off. “Yes. You’re right. I know it’s a slim hope, but
we have no one else to turn to. The messengers your cousin spoke to are
traveling to King’s Port with letters begging for help from Chelt and Varrival,
but even if help comes from overseas, it will likely be too late. The Whitish force
is too large for us to defeat. We don’t have enough supplies to arm more than a
fraction of our population, and our Weaver-reinforced uniforms are useless
against the bludgeoning weapons the Whitish army uses to crack open plate
armor. In a few spans, we’ll run out of food, and we’ll be forced to make a final
stand in the field—or starve.”

“Unless the Wandering Woods join your cause,” Dakolth said gravely. “I
see.”

“I wish to go myself to plead for help. I know they would be unlikely to listen
to someone sent on my behalf.”

Dakolth sighed. “You would be putting your life at risk. If my people are
unwilling to listen to you, I can describe a hundred ways they might do away
with you.”

“I know. But what is my life worth now? I have capable generals to lead my
army and systems in place to keep this city running until our supplies are gone.
Besides, Hallioka said the woods allowed farmers through. That makes it sound
as though they are beginning to change their stance.”



Dakolth steepled his hands before him on the table, studying me with
unblinking intensity. “As your advisor, I think it is a terrible idea to place your
trust in my people. But I know as well as you that the woods will be the next
line of attack once Baylore falls. My people are blind to this. They have always
stood firm against invasion, and I believe they underestimate the power of the
Whitish army. Hallioka’s perspective is not indicative of the majority of tribes,
because she has lived half her life in Borderville.” Dakolth sighed. “It is a very
slim hope, and the risk of death is severe. However, there are steps you can take
to win favor with my people. First among them is learning our tongue.”

“I’ll do it,” I said at once. “But not a word to Leoth. He doesn’t want me
endangering myself.”

“Does he not trust you?”
I felt myself blushing. “I might be pregnant. He’s afraid I won’t be able to

look after myself when I near my term.”
“And this doesn’t frighten you?”
“My power is likely to kill the child before it breathes its first breath. Leoth

has put too much stake in its survival, as I feared he would.” I crossed my arms
protectively over my stomach. “But this is a secret. We haven’t announced
anything yet.”

Dakolth gave me a fleeting smile. “Of course. We will arrange our lessons in
secret. As much as I fear for your safety, I look forward to teaching you my
language.”

I smiled at Dakolth. “I look forward to it as well. The Drifters have long been
a mystery to the rest of Itrea.”

Dakolth stood, pushing back his chair. “Your first lesson is this—my people
resent being referred to as Drifters. Our true name is Allakoash, which means
‘Spirit of the Forest.’”
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Language Lessons

 
eoth confronted me as soon as I reached the royal suite.

“I know why you talked to Dakolth,” he said angrily. “Don’t you care
enough about me to keep yourself safe? Don’t you care about our child?”

“I thought it would come back to that,” I snapped. “I shouldn’t have told
you. I might not be pregnant at all, and if I am, there’s a high likelihood the baby
will be stillborn.”

“Okay, forget the child then. You’re my wife, for Hunter’s sake. Am I not
allowed to try my best to keep you safe? Would you not do the same for me?”

I remembered suddenly how it had felt when Leoth had been captured by the
Truthbringers and faced execution. In my blind fear, I had forgotten why we
were fighting, forgotten that the survival of my country was worth more than
the life of the man I loved.

I slipped past Leoth and sank onto the end of my bed, the fight draining from
me. “I know. I just can’t see any other way.”

Leoth sat beside me and slid an arm around my waist, pulling me to his side.
Tears pricked at my eyes, though I blinked them furiously away; I usually did
not cry easily, but I had been more fragile since my father’s death.

“We’ll come up with something,” Leoth murmured. “I promise. Just swear to
me you won’t vanish one day without saying goodbye.”

I nestled my head against his chest, my eyes drifting closed. “I hope we can
figure something out.”

As much as I knew it would destroy Leoth, I would not change my mind.
Unless help came from elsewhere, we needed the Drifters—the Allakoash. I just
had to work with Dakolth in secret. I didn’t want to hurt Leoth until absolutely
necessary.

 



* * *
 
With the Whitish army settling in to wait, Baylore quickly returned to a
semblance of normalcy. The days passed quickly, the sunlight hours lengthening,
and by the time summer arrived, my stomach protruded just slightly. Though
the nausea and other discomforts I had suffered in early spans had now gone,
there was no denying I was pregnant; I could even feel the babe kicking when I
lay still at night. The sensation was nothing more than a light flutter, yet it filled
me with a vast wonder at the life inside me. Even now, I could not believe I was
carrying a child. I had thought that joy forever denied me.

For a few quarters I managed to hide my growing abdomen by loosening my
gowns and sucking in my stomach, but I noticed more than one sidelong glance
from my friends and other courtiers in the Cheltish wing. My breasts were
swollen as well, to the extent that certain gowns were approaching indecent
when I forced myself into them. Leoth certainly noticed, and commented
several times that he was amazed no one else had caught on yet.

“Or perhaps they have, and they’re still too frightened of me to say anything,”
I retorted.

One evening in the middle of Sun-span, when Leoth was out late training
with our army, I invited Mellicante, Baridya, and Deance to my suite to share a
pot of cinnamon tea and relax after a string of exhausting days.

“Is there any occasion we’re celebrating?” Baridya asked coyly while I poured
tea and handed around biscuits.

“No. What makes you think that? Do I need an excuse to spend time with my
friends?”

Baridya gestured at my stomach. “Well, you’re quite obviously with child, and
I’m surprised you haven’t made a public announcement yet. Are you planning to
wait until the babe is in your arms to mention it?”

My face felt hot, and I took a seat, crossing my arms in front of my stomach.
“I’m still not certain the child will survive. I don’t want people to grow too
attached to the idea of an heir to the throne only to be disappointed.”

But that was a lie. The child was stirring within me; if it had been likely to die
in my womb, it would have done so already. The truth was that no one would
condone my visit to the Wandering Woods if they knew I was approaching my
time. And with each passing day, I was more certain our fate would come to
that.

“Or maybe she’s worried people will count backward and figure out she’s far
past two spans along,” Mellicante said with a sly smile.

I glared at her.



“Oh! Is that why you and Leoth married so hastily?” Baridya asked, eyes
glinting.

“No, and I’d thank you not to discuss my private affairs this way!” I snapped.
I had hoped never to broach this subject with anyone apart from Leoth; I hated
how vulnerable it made me feel.

“Don’t worry too much about it,” Deance said bracingly. “You’re still very
small. I doubt many will have noticed, and some women show much earlier than
you.”

“How do you know how far along I am, then?” I asked Mellicante warily.
“Erm…Viko might have let it slip that he guessed before you even knew.

Back when you were training at the University.”
I shook my head, slumping back against the cushions of the divan. “You’re

hopeless, all of you.”
“Oh, but I’m so excited for you!” Baridya said.
“You might be wise to keep it quiet, though,” Mellicante said. “There is a very

real danger that people might not heed your authority to the same extent if they
find out. Pregnant women are seen as fragile and distracted, too caught up in
their own concerns to care for anything else. I can see why you wouldn’t want to
spread the news widely.”

I nodded, still slumped against the cushions. It felt as though the stays of my
gown were about to snap.

When they left just after sundown, my friends promised to keep my secret
safe. And after that, I wore only my military uniform, even inside the palace.
Though it was too hot for summer, the shapeless coat would hide my pregnancy
a while longer.

 
* * *

 
Meanwhile, the city seemed in almost every way to return to its days of
prosperity. The new market flourished, and despite the snow that had killed
early growth, the Garden District produced more food than I could have
imagined. Our Cloudmages harried the Whitish army with a constant cycle of
thunderstorms and drenching downpours and hailstorms, yet they managed to
confine the worst of the weather to the south, where it unleashed its full might
on Twenty-League Town. We received several quarters of unrelenting clouds
and a few heavy downpours, but our gardens did not suffer in the same way the
Whitish army’s fields undoubtedly had.

Each day our fortifications grew stronger and the city better equipped to
withstand fire. Metalsmiths had discovered a small seam of iron while we



dredged the slums for clay, and we managed to arm nearly twenty thousand
soldiers of our own before the vein ran dry.

Our scouts reported the Whitish army had deployed most of their soldiers to
the fields, supplemented by a few hundred enslaved Itreans. A regular supply
train traveled from Larkhaven to Twenty-League Town, and one scout heard
reports of what looked like a fortress going up just south of Pelek. If we weren’t
careful, the Whitish army would build a city of their own and we would never
succeed in forcing them out of Itrea.

Hallioka slipped over the wall one night to return to the Wandering Woods
with news; I asked her to pass on my goodwill to the Allakoash, and though she
promised to do so, Dakolth cautioned me against putting any stake in their
response.

Still no word came from King’s Port.
Leoth and I were kept busy overseeing every part of the preparations, from

army training to extending our enchanted reinforcements to guard the full city
wall.

However, unbeknownst to Leoth, I often slipped away from my official
duties to study the Allakoash language with Dakolth. It was much more
challenging than I had expected, especially since their only written language
consisted of symbols they imprinted on knots on their sentient trees. I found it
very hard to commit words to memory without a visual cue, so Dakolth created
phonetic spellings as best he could, frequently swapping around letters or
inventing new characters when his first attempts tripped me up. Though I
wanted to learn the symbols, Dakolth talked me out of this, saying they were
mainly directional markers or simple means of communication between tribes
and would be of little use to me.

“Can I write a speech that you translate, so I can memorize how I want to
present my argument?” I asked Dakolth one day. We had progressed from basic
greetings, introductions, and terms of respect to stringing together sentences
from scratch, and I was daunted by the prospect of discussing complex subjects
such as war and international relations.

“No. That would never work.” We were seated in the downstairs study, and
Dakolth pushed his list of useful terms aside. “You must come across as
genuine. If you recite a memorized speech, you will be thrown out immediately.
Far better to stumble and fight your way through using words you know.”

“It’s going to take years to get to that point.”
“Not if you practice. Shonamee anovat ly nash.”
I responded automatically to his greeting. “Shonamee ko—kovalinad ly?”
“Very good. You are taking to this quicker than most, as discouraging as it



can be.”
“How often do you teach outsiders the Allakoash tongue?”
Dakolth paused. “I’m not sure. The tribes who live nearest the forest road

often cross paths with the local bandits, and I imagine they have learned enough
of our language to get by.”

I laughed. “You’re saying your people are happy to let bandits hide in the
woods, but they won’t accept an audience with the queen of Itrea?”

“Anything to inconvenience those traveling the forest road, I imagine. My
tribe does not condone the practice, but there have been intermarriages between
Allakoash and highwaymen over the years, even among my distant family.”

 
* * *

 
I was careful to meet Dakolth only when I could be sure Leoth would be
occupied for hours, but one day in midsummer, just after the start of Elvret-
span, he unlocked the door to the study and stopped, face stormy, at the sight of
me and Dakolth poring over a mountain of notes. I swept the papers into my
arms and shoved them into a drawer before Leoth could read them, but he
knew.

“What are you doing back here?” he demanded. “I thought you were
overseeing a test of the new Weaver-made armor.”

“The new model was flawed,” I said, sitting up straight and glaring back at
him. I had taken to rounding my back to hide my growing stomach, but Leoth
and Dakolth both knew the truth. “I had spare time this afternoon.”

“Not just this afternoon, by the look of that,” Leoth said, his hands shaking.
“You’ve been doing this for spans, haven’t you? Sneaking around behind my
back, lying about where you are?”

“Can we discuss this in private?” I said sharply. I didn’t want Dakolth
subjected to this, or any passersby who might be eavesdropping.

Leoth marched away, and I scrambled after him, muttering, “Sorry,” at
Dakolth as I passed.

When we reached our bedchamber, Leoth rounded on me. “Are you serious?
After everything we discussed, after what you promised—”

“I made no promises,” I shot back. “I know it’s dangerous, and I know what
I’m doing to you and our child, but I can’t justify putting you above everyone
else. Our people are counting on us, Leoth. We might be married, but my life is
mine to spend or hoard as I choose.”

“You’re not even considering other options! It looks like you’ve made up
your mind, regardless of what happens.”



“What other options?”
“We can attack the Whitish army in Twenty-League Town. Our

Flamespinners can—”
“We’ve already discussed why that wouldn’t work. The Whitish army has

archers and horses—we might not even get close to Twenty-League Town
before they slaughter us. And if we try to flee, they’ll chase us down. We’d risk
wiping out most of our force for nothing.”

“And what if help comes from the south?”
“I haven’t left yet, have I? I’ve been waiting until I have no other choice.” I

stalked over to the balcony, where I yanked open the doors. The air was still and
hot, the smell of cookfires and decomposing garden scraps rising from the city
below.

Leoth’s steps were tentative as he followed me onto the balcony. I did not
turn to look at him, but he began kneading the small of my back, right where a
persistent ache had lodged itself. “I know I’ve lost. I can’t force you to change
your mind. But don’t leave without telling me. And take Dakolth with you. I’ll
feel better knowing you’re not alone.”

“You know I don’t want to go,” I whispered. “I would never leave if I had
another choice.”

 
* * *

 
That Sullimsday, Baridya drew me aside after breakfast and whispered, “Have
you seen Ilola recently?”

I thought back—the last I had seen of the little Snake-Blood, she had been
curled around Mellicante’s arm like a bangle. That had been nearly a quarter ago;
wary of what others would say if they discovered a Snake-Blood hiding in the
Cheltish wing, Baridya and Mellicante had kept the girl confined to their room
since her return.

“No,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
Baridya gave a soft moan. “She’s gone missing. I’ve asked Cal and Viko, but

they haven’t seen her either, and we’ve searched all over the Cheltish wing. She
must have grown bored of our bedchamber and slipped out while we weren’t
watching.”

“She can’t have gone far,” I said, though I was not convinced of this. “I’m
sure she hasn’t left the palace. If she is definitely nowhere in the Cheltish wing,
she either escaped down the main stairs—in which case our guards would have
seen her—or she’s somewhere in the tunnels beneath the palace.”

Baridya’s face fell. “But there are leagues of tunnels down there! We might



never find her!”
“We’ll start with the Cheltish wing guards.”
But as I had feared, none had seen any trace of a snake in the Cheltish wing,

let alone slithering down the stairs they kept watch over.
“Don’t give up hope,” I told Baridya. “We found her before. She wanted to be

found. I imagine she might return once she’s satisfied her curiosity.”
“Unless someone else finds her in the meantime! They might lock her away or

chop her up for a stew!” Baridya’s eyes were glistening with tears.
Mellicante emerged from her bedchamber, and when she saw Baridya’s

expression, she asked, “Is this about Ilola?”
I nodded curtly.
“Kalleah thinks she might be down in the tunnels beneath the palace,”

Baridya said, clutching Mellicante’s arm. “We’ll never find her there!”
“If a few of us search together, we’ll find her eventually,” Mellicante said

bracingly. “Are Leoth and Cal busy today?”
“We can take a day off,” I said. “It’s not as though I looked forward to

patrolling the city—it looks like another rainstorm is setting in. My uniform has
hardly dried since the last one.”

Once we had tracked down Leoth, Cal, and Viko, we all ventured down
through the servants’ quarters into the tunnels beneath the palace. Where once
the servants’ quarters had been lively with the smell of cooking and the patter of
footsteps, they now stood silent. Most of our personal staff had either joined the
main kitchen staff in the historic wing or been assigned to help with various
parts of the war effort.

The tunnels were dark and dusty, apart from a main passageway lit by
roughly-cut, translucent stones that glowed softly.

“Don’t get lost,” Leoth told me wryly. “I don’t know how I would explain
that to the rest of the city.”

“I intend to follow this very obvious lighted corridor to the servants’
entrance,” I said. “I’ve been this way many times before.”

“Have you?” Mellicante asked in surprised delight.
“That’s a story for another day,” I said. “As for the rest of you, be sure to

mark which parts of the tunnels you’ve explored so we don’t go over the same
ground twice.”

While my friends spread out to begin searching, I started off in the direction
of the servants’ entrance. The guard would have noticed if a snake had slipped
through the door; if Ilola had left the palace altogether, I doubted we would ever
find her again.

As I ventured farther from the Cheltish wing, the usual stillness of the tunnels



was broken by the clatter of industry. I could hear the ringing of blacksmiths at
work in their forges and the clatter of wood as carpenters and woodworkers
turned salvaged scraps into arrows and shields. Closer to the servants’ entrance,
I passed several clumps of workers hurrying to and fro, each of whom gave me
just a cursory nod when they passed. They evidently did not recognize me in the
gloom, for which I was grateful. There were Weavers carrying large strips of
iron I recognized as pieces of the wall reinforcement, and servants delivering
what looked like sacks of newly harvested dried goods to the storage rooms.
Those who had come from outside wore heavy oilskin cloaks, rainwater
dripping in their wake.

When I reached the servants’ entrance, I found it ajar, a pair of townspeople
standing on the top step out of the rain and talking to a palace servant as they
handed over several sacks. My heart sank—if this happened regularly, Ilola
could have easily slipped through the door while no one was paying any heed.

I hung back, waiting for the townspeople to retreat, and then followed them
through the door, closing it behind me. I wore no cloak, and the rain
immediately drenched my hair and uniform.

The only person standing outside in the downpour was a gate guard, a hood
draped low over his face, rain dripping down from the rim.

“Excuse me,” I said, squinting against the rain. “Have you seen a snake
escape through this entrance any time in the past few days?”

The gate guard turned and lifted his hood, and I received a shock as I saw
Ilola’s bright green head peeking from the collar of his coat.

Then I saw the guard’s face, and my knees went weak. His bright eyes were
familiar—he was the same man who had brought Ilola to us in the first place,
the man my father recognized at the wedding as his father’s personal attendant.
And he was no longer clean-shaven. With the beginnings of a grey beard
covering his mouth and chin, another detail clicked into place, and I suddenly
realized why he had always seemed oddly familiar. He was the same gate guard
who had allowed me to leave the palace in disguise all those times before I first
took the throne.

“Wait. You’re—you—who are you?”
A broad smile spread across his face. “Your Majesty. My name is Zakkaro

Sorgilt.”
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Zakkaro Sorgilt

 
is voice seemed to reach me as if from a great distance. It could not be. This
man was my true grandfather?

“And I think,” the man said softly, “judging by your reaction, you know
what that means.”

I nodded faintly. “Zakkaro. I—” As my thoughts fell into order, I
remembered something else my father had said. He was an Extractor like me.
He was the source of my forbidden blood.

I could not allow him to slip away before I spoke to him properly. I had so
many questions, so many mysteries he might be able to solve.

“Can someone else take over your duty at the gates?” I asked, still feeling
dizzy.

“Of course. And I ought to pass this poor child to someone else regardless,
or she won’t be awake much longer.”

Our eyes met, and I felt a rush of compassion for this man who knew exactly
what it meant to live at court as an Extractor, never able to let his guard down,
forever going to great lengths to ensure his power did not affect those around
him.

We ducked back into the palace; I was vaguely aware that rain had soaked my
face and hair and dripped in a steady stream from the end of my braid, but I
hardly felt the cold or the damp.

Zakkaro knocked on the door of a nearby room, which opened to reveal a set
of bunks. Following a quiet conversation, a different man emerged to take his
place at the gate, pulling on an oilskin cloak as he went.

Then we followed the lighted passageways back toward the Cheltish wing,
neither speaking. Questions threatened to burst from me, but this was a secret I
could not afford others to overhear. Even my closest friends did not need to



know the truth. I would confide in Leoth alone.
When we found Baridya emerging from a darkened hallway, the one opposite

her marked by a hairpin on the floor, we slowed. Zakkaro tugged off his hood,
letting his mane of unkempt grey hair escape, and Ilola raised her head.

“Oh!” Baridya said shrilly. “Gods! I can’t believe it!”
She extended one hand to Zakkaro’s neck, and Ilola slithered into her palm

before winding her way up Baridya’s wrist. “How did you find her?”
“She tried escaping the palace while the door stood open,” Zakkaro said in a

gravelly voice—not the same refined tone he had used minutes before. “You’re
lucky I saw her.”

“Thank you so much,” she said breathlessly. “Oh, Ilola, what were you doing
trying to escape? I was terrified!”

The others must have heard Baridya’s voice, because Mellicante, Leoth, Cal,
and Viko came jogging up to us. Cal’s face split into a grin when he saw Ilola,
and he ran a finger down the smooth scales of her head while she flicked her
tongue out.

“That was easier than I’d expected,” Mellicante said. Then she looked at
Zakkaro’s face and did a double-take. “Wait a moment. You brought Ilola to us
in the first place. But I thought you were a beggar. What are you doing at the
palace, wearing a guard uniform?”

“I volunteered to help with the war effort, and this is where my skills were
needed,” Zakkaro said without a moment’s hesitation. “I’m glad to be of help.
That child seems in much better health than when I first found her, so you have
evidently done well by her.”

We ventured back into the main part of the palace, Zakkaro trailing behind
the rest of us, a slight limp evident in his gait. He was older than anyone I knew,
his face deeply lined, yet I did not doubt he could still use the guard’s sword
hanging at his belt.

At the Cheltish wing common area, we parted ways, Cal and Viko following
Mellicante and Baridya back to their bedchamber, while I led Zakkaro to my
suite.

“You should come too,” I told Leoth, who looked as though he was
considering venturing out in the rain. “You’ll want to hear this.”

Though he frowned at me, he followed without question.
Once I had closed and locked the doors to my private suite, I settled onto a

divan.
“What is this about?” Leoth asked, sinking down beside me. “Who is this

man?”
Zakkaro was still standing, so I gestured for him to sit in an armchair across



from us. “He says his name is Zakkaro Sorgilt,” I said softly.
Leoth’s eyes widened. “Nine plagues. How—I mean, have you been here all

along?”
“Not quite,” Zakkaro said, the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiled.
“I need to hear everything,” I said urgently. “I know pieces of the story, but

there is so much I don’t understand.”
When Zakkaro hesitated, I added, “I will not seek retribution for what

happened many years before I was born. Please speak freely.”
Zakkaro was silent another moment, but at last he nodded. “I always

suspected you would find me someday. You deserve to know the truth.” He
threaded his fingers together and leaned forward. “I grew up alongside Prince
Tremaine, your supposed grandfather. I was the son of his mother’s nursemaid,
and his mother always treated me kindly. She did not distinguish between our
vastly different ranks, and I was allowed to attend lessons with the young prince
and learned to spar like any courtier. I learned later that this was because Prince
Tremaine had been painfully shy as a young child, unable to speak to his peers
without stuttering, yet he acted fearless around me. His mother had begun to
fear something was wrong with his mind until she saw us playing together.

“As we grew older, I confided that I was an Extractor, expecting Prince
Tremaine to send me away from court. But instead he grew protective of me,
appointing me a position as his personal attendant so no one questioned why I
was always by his side. I was not as careful as you have likely been, Your
Majesty, and I drained so much of his energy that he collapsed more than once.”

Leoth and I exchanged a surprised glance.
“It was a dangerous game we played, yet we relished in the risks we took. I

was his closest—perhaps his only—confidante, and I admit I grew arrogant as I
became more assured of my position at court.

“Then your grandmother, Miala, arrived at Baylore Palace. She was a stunning
woman, the daughter of a wealthy family that had settled in Valleywall for many
years, though she was also a distant relation of the Vellmont family. Tremaine
was twenty-six years old and had yet to show interest in any of the suitable
women his mother had presented, and she was beginning to worry he would be
left with no heir. So she threatened to remove me from the palace unless
Tremaine agreed to court Miala.

“He did, of course, though he treated her with no more than bland politeness.
Yet I was there each time he paid a visit to Miala, and over the spans, I fell
deeply in love with her. I would never have betrayed my prince by stealing the
girl he hoped to marry, though it grieved me to see such a lively, intelligent
woman receive only indifference from Tremaine. I felt at times that I courted



her for us both, and Tremaine seemed perfectly happy to sit back and leave the
work to me. But she never learned I was an Extractor. I was certain she would
never look at me again if she knew the truth.”

“Did my grandmother—Miala—know that her child was yours?” I asked
quietly.

“Of course.”
“And she never suspected you had forbidden blood.”
Zakkaro shook his head, and after a pause, he resumed his story. “It was

while Tremaine was courting Miala that the ruling cycle passed on, and he was
suddenly the next holden king in line for the throne. He needed to declare an
heir, yet he had no child of his own. It was suddenly urgent that he marry. Since
he had met no other suitable women in the two years Miala had spent at court,
his options were limited. He asked her to marry him, and she agreed, more likely
to secure her position at court than because she felt any particular affection for
him. They had become close enough friends in that time, but there was no love
between them.

“Another four years passed, and Tremaine was voted onto the throne. He did
not campaign very diligently, but the king before him was highly unpopular.
And Tremaine still did not have an heir. Though he fretted that something was
wrong with him, Miala confided he rarely lay with her, so her opportunities to
conceive a child were limited.

“It was around this time that a debate on rights for the forbidden races came
into prominence, and I was certain Tremaine would push for a change in the
laws. If we could begin allowing forbidden races into Baylore, even with careful
monitoring, it would be a start. So many of the prejudices against us are
completely inaccurate, and if they grew accustomed to our presence, people
would realize we were no more dangerous than anyone else.”

“Why didn’t the law pass?” I asked.
Zakkaro sighed. “Tremaine was afraid of losing support. He knew such a

move would be highly unpopular, and did not want to be the one to take on that
burden. I spent many long evenings arguing with him—out of earshot of Miala,
of course—because I was furious he did not care enough for my rights to push
for the law. I don’t even think he saw me as one of the forbidden races. He had
known me for so long that he never thought of my power except as a minor
inconvenience. And to me, his dismissal of my concerns was a betrayal of our
friendship. He had every right to arrest me for my insolence, but of course he
would never consider such a thing.

“Another three years passed. Tremaine resolved the debate in a way all sides
agreed was fair, though he made no progress toward rights for the forbidden



races. I let the matter drop, but I did not forget. I was determined to force him
to listen to me eventually.

“And still Tremaine did not have an heir. He had kept the throne after
another vote, and was beginning to grow used to power. He was more confident
now, and better at courting the favor of his peers. I was popular as well. I was
charming and witty where he was not, and he knew that. Together we could
sway most others to our side.

“But Miala was approaching the age where she would no longer be able to
bear children. Tremaine confessed privately that his failure tormented him, and
he was convinced it was his own fault rather than Miala’s. Eventually he came
up with the idea of asking Miala to lie with another and claim the child as his.
He asked me to arrange the whole thing, knowing I would ensure the secret
never came to light.

“I still loved Miala more than I would ever admit to Tremaine, and I
immediately thought of claiming her for myself. I knew she would welcome it as
much as I did. But I knew what it would mean if forbidden blood entered the
royal line. It would destroy the Reycoran family’s reputation.”

Zakkaro paused, letting his head drop. “Yet I was not an honorable man. I
wanted Miala, and the more I thought about it, the more I realized this could be
my chance to force the royal family to change the laws around forbidden races.
If forbidden blood appeared in the Reycoran line, Tremaine would have no
choice but to reconsider his stance.”

“So you lay with my grandmother,” I said. “And she finally gave birth to an
heir, never knowing that her son—my father—now carried your forbidden
taint.”

Zakkaro nodded. “Tremaine was overjoyed. I believe people were starting to
question his strength and masculinity, and now he had proved his enemies
wrong by producing an heir of his own. But Miala died soon after Baltheor was
born. It was a difficult birth, and she never recovered properly.

“Tremaine mourned her as he ought to have done, though he seemed relieved
to no longer have a wife. Yet Baltheor was sickly, and he had several close
brushes with death in his early years. Tremaine could not count on him as his
heir.”

“I know what happened next,” Leoth said, reaching for my hand. “Tremaine
remarried, and you arranged another liaison for his second wife.”

“Of course. But this time, the arrangement happened almost at once. He did
not wait around for his new wife to try and fail to conceive. And I cared little
for her, so this time I did as instructed and arranged a secret match with
someone who looked vaguely similar to Tremaine and was willing to leave



Baylore forever in exchange for a tidy sum of money.”
“Did you know he was a Curse-Weaver?” Leoth asked quietly.
Zakkaro lifted his head and met Leoth’s gaze with his bright, intelligent eyes.

“Have you not guessed by now? When Baltheor carried no sign of my forbidden
blood, I thought I could try again, to see if a different type of magic would
manifest in this new woman’s child. And I could claim ignorance if her child
was born a Curse-Weaver. Tremaine would certainly not accuse me publicly, not
if he wanted to keep his subterfuge quiet.”

“But it didn’t work,” Leoth said. “My father had no magic at all.”
“And nor did you. Yet by the time you were born, I had grown much older

and wiser and regretted my interference. I realized by then that an heir with
forbidden blood would likely be cast in disgrace from Baylore Palace, rather
than prompting any meaningful change to the rules around forbidden races.”

“You’re wrong,” Leoth said hoarsely.
“What do you mean?” Zakkaro asked.
“I’m—” He shifted in his seat, and I gripped his hand tighter than ever. “I’m

a Curse-Weaver.”
“No.” Zakkaro’s voice was hushed. “Are you serious? And your father

managed to hide it all these years?”
“I don’t think it was easy.”
“Plagues. I never would have guessed. Though I suppose the scandal of

Kalleah’s birth would have taken most attention off you.”
“And that didn’t work as you’d hoped at all,” I said, though I felt no ire

toward Zakkaro. As large a part as he had played in Itrea’s downfall, I could not
blame him for seeking justice for the forbidden races. “My mother took the
blame for my forbidden blood.”

“Yes. I blame myself for everything that has befallen you, Kalleah. My plan to
force the throne to acknowledge the forbidden races was rash and ill conceived.
I had not expected my bloodline to skip a generation. Tremaine guessed what
had happened, of course, as soon as you were born. But he did not blame me.
He should have—he could have sentenced me to death a hundred times over.
Yet he never held me accountable for my mistakes.

“I fled the palace as soon as your secret came to light, and took refuge in the
slums, the only part of the city where I could live without registering my name
and address. Your father never knew what I had done. I had helped Tremaine
raise him, my own son and a reminder of the woman I had loved, yet he had
never guessed the truth. Your mother took the blame for your blood, and
Tremaine died not long after, removing any chance of your true heritage coming
to light.” Zakkaro frowned at me. “But that’s not right. You knew my name.



You knew who I was. How did you guess?”
“My father told me,” I said. “Tremaine must have told him the truth before

he died, because he knew he was a bastard. He thought Olleack was the true heir
and he was nothing but a pretender.”

“And he told my father the same thing,” Leoth said. “Each of our fathers
thought they were illegitimate while their brother was the genuine heir.”

Zakkaro gave us a half-smile. “I’m surprised he didn’t allow that knowledge
to die with him.”

“My father might have even guessed the truth,” I said. “He knew you were an
Extractor, and he always defended my mother when others claimed she had
dirtied our bloodline with an affair. He was convinced the taint came from his
side. When he saw you at the wedding, he was desperate to speak to you. I think
he wanted to tell you he knew.” I had to blink back sudden tears. “And now
he’ll never get the chance.”

“He would have hated me if he’d known.” Zakkaro’s voice was hard. “My
terrible mistake eroded confidence in our monarchy and allowed the Whitish to
interfere.”

“My father spoke kindly of you,” I said. “He said you were like an uncle to
him.”

Zakkaro lowered his head, passing his hands over his eyes. “I don’t deserve
it.”

“You made our lives wretched,” Leoth said, “and I don’t think I can forgive
you for that. But you can’t claim to be solely responsible for this war. I’m almost
certain my mother passed information to the Whitish, so she was as much to
blame as you were. As was the internal unrest in Whitland, which might have
spurred the High King to search for a distraction to prevent his enemies from
taking up arms against him.”

“Why did you come back to the palace?” I asked. “Why were you disguised as
a gate guard when I was first in Baylore?”

Zakkaro smiled sadly at me. “Because I had hoped to meet my granddaughter
someday.”

 
* * *

 
We set Zakkaro up in the room I had once occupied at the top of the western
tower. He laughed when I suggested it and said it had been his old residence,
during his days as Tremaine’s attendant.

Leoth was unhappy that Zakkaro had gotten away without retribution after
causing so much pain, but I could not be angry. Though I hardly knew him, I



felt a strong sense of kinship with my grandfather, more than I had ever felt
with my own father. He was an Extractor—he, more than anyone I knew,
understood what burden I bore. And he had been dear to both my grandmother
and my father.

Later that evening, Mellicante visited my suite with news that Ilola had
transformed back into her human form at last.

“She was terrified when she fled our room, and I think some part of her knew
she would only be able to explain what happened if she reverted to her usual
form,” Mellicante said. “Cal’s tricks may have helped as well—that girl is
obsessed with fire.”

I smiled. “Well, if it works…”
“Anyway, it sounds like a servant came into our room to clean—which

they’re not meant to do—and saw a snake by the hearth. She screamed, which
of course terrified Ilola, so she tried to escape as fast as she could.”

“Poor girl,” I said. “I’ll have to speak to our cleaning staff—I didn’t think any
were still working in the Cheltish wing.”

“Maybe she was a spy, just using it as an excuse to poke around.”
“Maybe. Though I doubt she would have made so much noise if she was

trying to be subtle about it.”
Mellicante nodded slowly. “And that man—the gate guard. Why did you want

to speak with him?”
“I recognized him from a while back, when I was first in the city. I wondered

why he had left the palace for the slums only to return now.”
“Was he unwilling to serve under King Olleack?”
“Exactly,” I said.
And Mellicante questioned me no further.
 

* * *
 
Over the following days, life in the palace returned to a sense of normalcy. Even
so, Leoth was on edge, though I couldn’t tell whether it was because of my
language lessons or because his mother continued to stymie him. He had begun
sharing tea with her most afternoons, ostensibly to try to persuade her to let her
guard down and trust him once again, though more often than not it seemed to
devolve into a shouting match. I regularly heard raised voices from her rooms,
and Leoth was always bad-tempered when he left.

Just to be safe, I did not return to my lessons with Dakolth. He was busy
enough as it was, training a new batch of Itreans to serve as field medics and
preparing a number of unused inns for use as hospitals.



The Cloudmages had finally allowed the endless rainstorms to blow away, and
we had a quarter of unrelenting heat, so intense that our soldiers had to retreat
indoors and rest for the middle of the day. Meanwhile, crops all around the
Garden District were finally ripening, and the market abounded with tomatoes,
eggplants, zucchini, and summer squash. Our scouts reported a very different
situation in the fields surrounding Baylore—most of the Whitish army’s crops
had died, perhaps because they had tried to plant foods suitable for climates in
Whitland rather than Itrea, and they were relying on supply trains from the
Larkhaven coast as heavily as ever. Even so, our scouts had seen soldiers
depositing sack after sack of dried goods into a set of storage barns in Twenty-
League Town; at this rate, the Whitish army would have enough supplies to last
them through the winter, even after the snows stopped travel from Larkhaven.

I began conducting my work from within the palace, partly because my
stomach was so large by now that I could no longer hide it, and partly because
the heat seemed to affect me worse than usual, so much that I felt lightheaded
after walking a few blocks with the sun directly overhead. It made little
difference; every part of our city ran smoothly in my absence, from army
training to reinforcing the city walls to distributing and exchanging the food
tokens at the new market. We ran several evacuation drills as well, funneling
people away from the gates and the Market District and into the center of the
city, where they could shelter in Baylore Palace, and these went more smoothly
than I had expected. Without the Whitish army camped directly outside our
gates, the threat seemed distant and amorphous; people followed orders calmly,
rather than panicking, and treated my army with respect.

Then, on another cloudless day, I woke to the cathedral bell ringing.
“Is it an attack?” I mumbled, struggling to sit up. As my stomach grew larger,

I had begun to have trouble sleeping; it was very early, the sun just coming up,
and my mind was fuzzy with exhaustion.

“I don’t hear bells from the wall,” Leoth said. He crossed to the balcony and
opened the doors, letting in a swell of slightly less stifling air. “No, this must be
something else.”

We dressed hastily and joined the confused crowd that had gathered in the
common area.

“What’s happening?” Baridya asked, yawning. “I don’t hear bells ringing on
the walls.”

Before I could answer, running footsteps approached from outside, and a
page boy skidded to a halt in the middle of the common area.

“Your Majesties,” he panted. “There’s a sickness in the air. Someone’s already
died, and there’s a line outside every hospital.”



Fear leapt to my throat. Suddenly the crowd in the common area seemed
oppressive; the air felt thick with contagion.

My mother strode forward before I could think. “Bar the palace gates!” she
commanded. “Put a watch on the servants’ entrance as well. I want no one
coming and going until we know how serious this illness is.”

She turned to Dellik, who stood near the back of the common area along
with two other generals. “Warn the occupants of every wing to stay where they
are. The illness may have entered the palace already.”

“This is the Whitish army’s doing,” Leoth growled. “It must be.”
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ressed in black robes, their mouths and noses covered with cloth, Dakolth
and our family’s healer announced they were heading out to the city to do
what they could.

“But what if you bring the plague back to us?” one of the young noblewomen
—a mother with twin boys—asked shrilly.

“We will leave our plague robes behind at the palace gates,” Dakolth said.
“There is no risk of infection.”

“Are you in danger?” I asked Dakolth in a whisper.
“No. I can cure myself of any plague, along with anyone I have time to see.

Unfortunately, I know of only five Allakoash in the city who have taken on their
healing powers. If we can stop the plague before it spreads, we will be able to
eradicate it completely. If not…”

Swallowing, I nodded. It seemed an impossible task. “Be safe,” I whispered.
Dakolth gave me a hasty bow, and then the two healers were gone.
“We must learn how this plague got into Baylore,” I said, looking at Leoth.

“If the Whitish army is responsible, how could they have spread it to us?”
“Whitish armies sometimes catapult plague-ridden bodies or blankets over

their enemies’ walls. But we would have seen that. I can’t think of any other way
they managed it.” Leoth’s eyes widened. “Unless they poisoned—”

“Our water supply,” I finished, horrified. “The Council warned us of this, but
we’ve set guards watching the cavern where the canal flows into the city.”

“But the canal is exposed where it leaves the Elygian River. We don’t have
anyone guarding that part.”

“Why is no one in the palace sick?” I was desperate for some other
explanation. Anything would be better than a compromised water supply. If we
had no source of water, our city would fall in days, not spans.



“We don’t know that,” Leoth said. “It’s still very early morning. If the
Whitish army poisoned our water last night, the only people who would be
affected are those waking early or working through the night. Bakers, cooks,
tavern-keepers, city cleaners, and the like.”

“We should close off the door to the servants’ wing,” Mother said brusquely.
“But first we need to tell everyone not to touch the water!” I said.
“It might not be the water at all,” Leoth said. “But it’s best to assume the

worst.”
As soon as we began talking about avoiding the water supply, I became

conscious of a dry sandiness in my throat. I had drunk nothing since waking,
and already it was testing my resolve.

“Would the water be safe if we boiled it?” Baridya asked. “Most diseases can’t
survive in hot water.”

“It depends whether this is a contagious disease or a mineral poison,”
Mellicante said. “If it’s a mineral poison leeching from the mines near Ashton,
we can’t boil it away, but neither can it spread from person to person.”

“Then what can we drink?” Baridya asked.
“Anything in barrels,” Mellicante said. “Goat’s milk. The juice of fruits in our

orchards. Rainwater.”
I beckoned the nearest general. “I need you to warn everyone in the palace

not to drink water from the pipes. Close off all access between the servants’
rooms and the main wings until Dakolth returns. And tell our city guards to
send criers down every street, warning people not to touch the water until we’ve
made sure it’s safe.” I grabbed his arm. “But don’t leave the palace yourself.”

The general’s stony expression betrayed a flicker of relief.
“Speak through the doorway, and don’t allow the city guards to come within

five paces of you.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.” He marched away, a gaggle of courtiers tittering

nervously in his wake.
“I need to speak to you, Kalleah,” Mother said unexpectedly.
I led her to my chambers, glad for an excuse to leave the common area. The

entire Cheltish wing seemed rife with illness, hanging in the too-hot air, seeping
up from the halls of the historic wing below. This was almost worse than the
Whitish army at our gates. At least we could fight an army; this enemy was far
subtler and far more dangerous.

Mother led me in the private office at the end of my suite and perched on the
small chair in one corner. I sank into the chair behind my desk, though sitting
still made me restless. “What is it?”

“Kalleah. I’m not sure why you are choosing to hide this, but I can tell you



are carrying a child.”
I stared at her. This was the last thing I expected her to bring up now, while

plague was seeping its way through the city.
“You need to take utmost care not to expose yourself to the plague. You and

your child are very vulnerable right now. It would be best if you did not leave
your room until the danger has passed. I will keep the palace running in your
stead, unless you wish Leoth to do so. However, if he remains outside your
chambers too long, he should not return. You can write down your orders and
pass them beneath your door.”

I let out a heavy breath. Part of me was glad of the excuse to hide from an
enemy that frightened me far more than any army, while another part bristled at
the idea of hiding out, trapped and useless, while the rest of Baylore suffered.
“I’ll have to speak with Leoth.”

“I imagine he will choose to stay with you.”
I nodded slowly. “Very well. Then I trust you to look after things while I

remain hidden away.”
“Good.” Mother leaned forward, hands clasped on her knees. “Darling, why

are you keeping your child a secret? The city would rejoice to learn its queen is
expecting an heir.”

“I’m not sure the child will survive,” I muttered. “I can’t believe it still lives.”
“I never would have believed it either. However, if your power was going to

affect your child, it would have done so already. I expect you to bear a healthy
child, perhaps an Extractor like you.”

“And will my people welcome another heir with forbidden blood?” I asked
grimly.

“Perhaps not. But you are forewarned. You can choose to keep your child’s
power a secret if you wish.”

“Perhaps,” I said grudgingly. I hated the idea of raising a child who was
forced to hide the truth as Leoth had, yet it was likely kinder to protect my child
from the fear and prejudice I had faced.

After Mother left, I sat at my desk for a long time, one hand on my abdomen.
I had not allowed myself to think too much about this child, because even now,
I had not expected it to survive. I had not imagined motherhood or discussed
names with Leoth or tried to guess who the infant would take after.

Now, as I slid a hand beneath my shirt to rest it atop my swollen stomach, I
felt a small kick, light as a kitten’s paw. My child was alive and well.

And now we might die of the plague.
Mother must have told Leoth her orders, because he joined me in the royal

suite a moment later, mouth set in a line.



“Apparently we’re not to leave our chambers.”
I nodded. “Mother knows I’m pregnant. She says the child is likely to survive

to birth, as long as we keep it safe from the plague.”
Leoth crossed the room in two great strides and swept me into his arms.

“Kalleah. This is wonderful.”
I took his hand and guided it onto my stomach. “I felt it kick just moments

ago. Can you—”
Leoth’s face lit up. “I felt it!” He kissed me deeply. “I know I shouldn’t be so

happy, with a plague in the city, but…”
“I know.”
A knock sounded at our door, and I opened it to find Mother holding a

pitcher.
“Goat’s milk,” she said. “According to our kitchen staff, it was delivered just

last night, and no one has touched it since. It was brought to us in a sealed
barrel.”

“Are any of our staff sick?”
Mother’s mouth tightened. “The baker, a kitchen hand, and a young boy who

stokes the morning fire. All of them drank water before the bells began ringing,
and no one else has taken ill.”

“That makes it look like a mineral poison,” I said. “I hope that’s all. I hope it
can’t spread.”

“But we will isolate the staff quarters regardless,” Mother said. “Next time,
don’t come to the door when someone knocks. Let Leoth do it.”

I took the pitcher, embraced Mother briefly, and closed the door to our suite
once again.

Leoth and I poured the goat’s milk into glasses and took it onto the balcony,
where we could watch the chaos unfolding in the city below. The milk was sour
and pungent-smelling, but it eased the dry, scratchy ache in my throat. I sipped
only as much as I needed; who could say when we would get more?

The bells had ceased, and the city streets were unusually quiet for this hour.
Near the council building, an untidy line of townspeople snaked toward the
hospital. Even from this height, I could see people suffering. Some sat in line,
hunched over their knees, while others ran to the side to vomit every few
minutes. A few lay sprawled, motionless, and those nearby picked their way
around them. There were no hospital staff on hand to deal with those who
might already be dead.

The day dragged on interminably. We all waited to hear Dakolth’s report, to
learn the extent of the damage, but he did not appear until long after sundown.
Leoth and I played a halfhearted game of Kins, but we were both on such high



alert that we kept jumping up and racing over to open our suite doors just a
crack.

News came to us little by little. Nearly forty servants in the palace had fallen
ill, but all had drunk water early this morning. The palace healer from the
Mountain wing had remained behind, and he made the rounds as swiftly as
possible, beginning in the Cheltish wing. One woman had died, but she had
been elderly, which gave us hope that the poison would not kill those who were
young and hale.

Thousands in the city were succumbing. Though we had hastened to warn
people not to drink the water from their pipes, it had taken several hours for
word to reach every corner of the city, and in the meantime, many more had
exposed themselves. The one place that had escaped thus far was the slums,
because they were not connected to the city water supply. Their water came
from wells dug in the soggy peat. While not enough to meet the water needs of
the whole city, these wells would keep us from dying of thirst.

Halfway through the day, I sent orders to the Cloudmages to summon
another rainstorm so we could harvest fresh rainwater in barrels; word returned
that the Cloudmages had already begun doing just that.

When the sun set, I began pacing the bedchamber, restless and irritated. Had
something befallen Dakolth? Had he succumbed to the illness, despite his
insistence that he was in no danger?

It was near midnight by the time I heard footsteps on the suspended walkway
leading to the Cheltish wing. Leoth was fast asleep and snoring lightly, worn out
from too much exposure to my power, so I tiptoed around his bed and slipped
into the common area.

Mother was already there, and she gave me a stern frown. “What did I say
about remaining in your chambers?”

“I need to hear his report,” I insisted. “Dakolth said he wouldn’t spread the
illness.”

Dakolth had cast off his black robes and face mask, and his face was lined
with weariness.

“Sit, please,” I said, gesturing to one of the plush chairs.
Dakolth sank onto the cushions with a groan.
“What have you learned? What is the nature of this plague?”
“Right now, it is simply a matter of poison in the water supply. Unfortunately,

there are so many cases we cannot reach them all. I expect hundreds to be dead
by morning.”

My breath caught in my throat.
“I would have stayed out all night, but my magic is running dry. I need sleep



to replenish its supply. Unfortunately, the same is true of the other healers.
Those poisoned will have to rely on basic medical care until morning.”

“What did you mean by ‘right now?’” Mother asked. “Is the illness going to
turn into something else?”

I had not even noticed Dakolth’s slip.
Dakolth raked a trembling hand through his hair. “I had a Dark Potioneer

test water from the canal. On top of a chemical poison, she detected something
else. A disease. While the poison weakens us, the disease will begin spreading
through our city.”

“How did they put disease into our water?” I asked. “Our scouts haven’t
reported any sign of illness in the Whitish army.”

“What do you know about the Red Plague?” Dakolth asked.
“Only that it came from mines near Ashton.”
He nodded slowly. “Not many understand the true cause of the plague. The

mines were abandoned as soon as people realized they were the root of the
sickness, but everyone assumed it was a mineral poisoning.”

“That’s not true?” Mother asked in surprise.
“No. A huge number of my people gave their lives to become healers during

the Red Plague, and it was thanks to their work that the city survived at all.
Once the epidemic was over, we sent researchers to the mines to find the true
cause of the plague. It did not behave the way we expected a mineral poisoning
to behave, and appeared to pass from person to person.

“The mines had been dug through the back of a natural cave, and in this cave,
we found bats that carried the plague. Our researchers fell ill while exposed to
their droppings.

“The mine had been bricked over, but when we removed the block, we found
a stream running through the cavern. It appears the miners had inadvertently
redirected this underground stream through the cavern, picking up diseased bat
droppings and carrying them into the Elygian River.”

“Is this the same plague, then?” I asked softly.
“I would imagine so. I can think of no other way for the Whitish army to

contaminate our water supply with a disease.”
“Our scouts did see Whitish soldiers exploring in the direction of the old

mines,” I said. “Maybe they fell ill, and instead of returning to Twenty-League
Town and risking the plague spreading, they dumped their dead bodies in our
canal.”

“That’s very likely what happened,” Dakolth said. “We need to send someone
through the enclosed canal to remove any dead bodies or other sources of
disease. If the contamination has come from our canal, the river should wash



away most traces within a quarter or two. But if the Whitish army accidentally
infected the whole Elygian River by re-opening the mines, we would need to
send a force to seal them back up. It could take spans for the contamination to
disappear.” He paused. “I fear this is the case, because the mineral poison
affecting people right now is very different from the plague spread from bat
droppings.”

“How many will we lose?”
“The Red Plague killed off a quarter of the city’s population,” Mother said.

“And, as Dakolth mentioned, that was with the help of many dozens of
Drifters. Unless we can expect the same…”

Dakolth shook his head.
“Then it will be a disaster.”
My throat tightened with fear. A quarter of the city’s population? It was

inconceivable. “Is there any way we can spread the plague to the Whitish army?”
I asked hesitantly.

“We could send scouts to plant plague-ridden bodies in Twenty-League
Town,” Mother said. “However, it is probably best if we do not reveal that our
city is riddled with illness. The Whitish army might take advantage of our
weakness to attack, and this time, I imagine they would break through our
defenses.”

Mother was right.
“What do you recommend?” I asked Dakolth.
“Isolate everyone. Whoever was poisoned by the water supply has also been

exposed to the plague, so they must lock themselves away until the danger has
passed. If we can prevent the spread of disease before symptoms appear, we will
have a much better chance of tackling it. Last time, the Red Plague caused
chaos, and no one realized the disease originated from the water supply until far
too late. If we can clean out our canal or close up the mines, and keep everyone
from drinking the contaminated water, we might be able to contain the sickness
before it becomes too widespread.”

“I hope we can manage that,” I said. “Dakolth—can I have a word with you?
In private?”

Mother patted my cheek before retreating to her chambers, while Dakolth
remained where he was, slumped in the cushioned armchair.

“You must take special care,” Dakolth whispered, his voice gravelly from
exhaustion. “If you fall ill, I will be able to treat you, but not your unborn child.”

“Oh.” I put a hand protectively over my stomach. “Dakolth, I’ve been
thinking. I originally wanted you to travel with me to the Wandering Woods, but
not now. Not at the expense of my people. You must stay here. I’m counting on



you to save Baylore. Can you help me write something that will prove to the
Allakoash who I am? Something that will tell them I have your support?”

Dakolth nodded gravely. “Have you made up your mind, then?”
I nodded. Now that I realized the extent of the plague, I knew what I had to

do. And this time, Leoth would not dare argue.
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said nothing of my plans to Leoth for three days. The death toll continued to
rise, until nearly five thousand had succumbed, but Dakolth and his team of
Allakoash worked swiftly, and gradually the poison lessened its hold. All the

while, my apprehension grew. Where the walls had once protected us, now they
seemed to trap us, the very air thick and heavy with illness. Though the poison
seemed contained, five thousand dead meant many thousands more had been
exposed. If Dakolth was right, it could have spread to half our city by now
without anyone realizing.

Eventually the rain came, stripping the sultry heat from the air, washing clean
the streets that had begun to reek of desperation. The rain filled barrel after
barrel throughout the city, and we were at last able to drink fresh water rather
than sour goat’s milk and ale. Outside the main city hospital, the line of sick
patients had finally dispersed, though they had likely fled the downpour rather
than been cured. I left the doors to my balcony open, watching the curtains of
rain drape over the city below, the cool, fresh air diffusing through our room.

That evening, when I heard loud voices from the common area, I could not
resist opening the door to my suite a crack to see what was happening. Leoth
followed me, leaning over my shoulder to watch.

Deance was standing in the middle of the room, her face red with anger, her
hair escaping its elegant braid. At the end of the elevated walkway stood her
father, the former Dellgrain king.

“…can’t deny your own father,” the former king said in a booming voice.
“The Darden wing is overrun with Makhori bastards and beggars, and I won’t
stand for it. You must restore our rooms or put us up in the Cheltish wing.”

“You’re supposed to be in the cellars beneath the palace! What are you even
doing here?”



“We’ve been given nothing to drink but sour milk and fruit juice in days. We
won’t stand by that sort of treatment, I tell you!”

Deance marched forward, hands fisted on her hips. “The city water supply is
contaminated! None of us have been able to drink fresh water since we found
out. And by coming here, you’re risking spreading sickness to the rest of the
palace.”

“Do I look sick to you? Do I?” Deance’s father bellowed. “I won’t take your
disrespect any longer. Guards! Come take this woman away!”

Deance shook her head. I could not see her expression, but her voice went
quieter, warning in her tone. “You are a traitor to the throne. By breaking out
from captivity, you have forfeited any chance of winning forgiveness. Would
you like to join your son in the city cells, which are likely rife with sickness by
now?”

“Wretched girl! Do you have no compassion for your father?”
“No. I never did. Not for a father who used and cast aside my mother like an

ill-fitting coat.”
A few guards had approached at the former king’s shout, and Deance stepped

back to let them pass, arms folded. “I think this man could do with a stint in the
city cells. Would you please escort him there?”

“My lady,” one of the guards said hesitantly. “We’re under orders not to leave 
the palace.”  

I opened the door to my suite wider, and the former Dellgrain king’s eyes
bulged when he saw me. “Take him as far as the palace gates,” I said. “The
guards stationed at the gates can escort him the remaining distance.”

The guards obeyed at once. As they surrounded Deance’s father, he made a
wild leap forward, hands extended as though he intended to strangle Deance.
She stepped hurriedly out of the way, and he collided instead with a divan.

“No! This is treason! I am a former king of Itrea, and I demand respect!”
The guards grabbed his arms and marched him away. As he stumbled down

the elevated walkway, his shouts rang back toward us. “You’re a disgrace to the
name of Dellgrain! You are no daughter of mine, you traitorous, scheming
Makhori filth. You…”

His voice faded as he disappeared down the stairs into the historic wing.
“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Deance said, turning to me at last. Her face

was paler than usual, her arms folded tightly across her chest.
“I wonder if he was the only one who escaped,” Leoth said. “We ought to

send guards to search the palace just in case. If any of them were sick…”
I swallowed. “Yes. Deance, could you pass word to my mother?”
She nodded stiffly and walked away with the barest curtsey.



“Have I done something wrong?” I asked Leoth in an undertone once we had
closed and locked the door to our suite once more. “She seemed almost angry at
me.”

“I don’t think that’s it. She might be regretting her decision. Prisons are
breeding grounds for plague—by sending her father there, she more or less
sentenced him to die.”

“Well, he deserved it. He’s an awful man, and so is his son.”
“It won’t be an easy way to go. Does anyone deserve to suffer that way?”
I had no answer to give.
 

* * *
 
On the fourth morning, Dakolth pounded at the door to my suite. “The plague
has begun to spread,” he told me, eyes blank with exhaustion. “It is as I feared.”
He looked flushed and sweaty, as though he had run all the way to the palace.

Though I had expected it—though I had waited each day for this news to
come—his words still hit me like a sword to the chest. If the city had felt unsafe
before, now I imagined contagion seeping through dark alleys like smoke,
curling up toward the palace, spreading its tendrils through windows and
beneath doorways. Even breathing the stale air of the Cheltish wing felt unsafe,
as did touching anything outside our suite.

“What can we do?” I asked Dakolth, snapping back from this dark train of
thought.

“Stay where you are. So far, no courtiers or royals have fallen ill. The servants
who were exposed to the poison were isolated, and we are treating them before
anyone in the city. Keep to your room, and cleanse your hands after touching
anything that comes from outside.”

“Will the sickness rise through the windows if we leave them open?”
“No. If this is the Red Plague, it spreads through bodily fluids. Keep your

rooms aired out so the air does not go sour, and eat heartily to sustain your
strength to fight off contagion.”

“Thank you, Dakolth.” I moved to clasp his hand, but froze as I remembered
what he had said about touching anything from outside. I curled my fingers into
a fist and dropped my arm.

For the rest of the day, Leoth and I could settle to nothing. We both felt
trapped and useless, unable to help our people fight the spreading plague,
waiting hour by hour for any sign that we had been exposed. When my head
began throbbing later in the day, a creeping dread rooted itself in my stomach.
Was I beginning to succumb? Would Leoth fall ill as well if I did not isolate



myself from him?
A city guard arrived just before nightfall, and I listened through the door of

our suite as he gave his report. I no longer dared unlock the door or open it
even a crack. According to the guard, a scout had swum the canal and found
five dead Whitish soldiers sunk to the bottom of the channel, still in their armor,
with obvious red pustules around their necks marking them as victims of the
Red Plague. Their bodies had been removed and buried well outside the city, but
it was too late to undo the damage.

Meanwhile, scouts were still investigating the mines themselves. The bodies in
our water supply would have worsened the danger, but the mineral poison
indicated the mines were once again leaching both toxic substances and sickness
into the river upstream of Baylore. Until the mines were sealed off, our water
supply would not be safe to drink.

I slept restlessly that night, a light breeze wafting through the open window of
my bedchamber and brushing across my cheek. The rain had petered out as the
day went on, leaving the city glistening and the sky still heavy with clouds.
Leoth’s gentle snores rose from his corner of the room, where he lay tangled in
his blankets, one foot hanging off the side of the small bed. I rolled over to
study him in the faint light that filtered in from outside. I was putting off the
inevitable because I feared that if I left him, I would never see him again. He
could fall ill, or I could die in childbirth, or the Allakoash and their trees could
kill me. I wasn’t ready to let go of him.

But I knew what had to be done. The longer I remained in Baylore, the more
danger I put myself and our child in.

At last I managed to sleep, my dreams dark and tangled, my head still aching.
When I woke, it was to the news that Deance’s father had fallen ill in his cell,
along with several other members of the Dellgrain family who had escaped the
cellars with him. All were under watch again, but it boded ill for the rest of the
palace. Deance’s father had made his way through the Darden wing and up to
the Cheltish wing, where he must have come into contact with dozens of
courtiers, soldiers, and palace staff. All were in danger.

The next day, Mother came to tell me quietly that Deance was showing signs
of illness. She had been in her bedchamber ever since Dakolth brought news of
the plague spreading, but her father must have transferred it to her during his
brief visit.

My knees went weak at the news, and I clutched the doorframe to stay
upright. I was torn between the desire to go to Deance and tend to her and the
sick feeling that the plague had already sunk its roots deep into the Cheltish
wing and could even now be spreading.



“You must be very careful, Kalleah,” Mother said. “The sickness is among us. 
Don’t open the door to your suite for any reason.”  

Once Mother had left, Leoth said, “I wish we could evacuate you to a country
estate to wait out the plague. That’s what many of the palace residents did
during the Red Plague, and apparently it’s even more common in the Kinship
Thrones. Their cities are less sanitary than ours, so they’re used to dealing with
sicknesses.” He took me into his arms, holding me as close as he could with my
swollen stomach between us. “As long as you stay here, your life is in danger.”

I nodded my head against his shoulder. I had delayed too long—I had to
leave now, or it might be too late. “Leoth.” I did not know how to break this to
him gently. “I’m about to travel to the Wandering Woods. Mellicante, Baridya,
and Viko will accompany me—we have begun making arrangements.”

Leoth sucked in a sharp breath and stepped back, his arms falling to his sides.
“Even now? You’re still thinking of that foolishness?”

“It’s not foolishness. You just said you wanted me away from the city. With
the plague here, it will be safer to leave. Dakolth said he will not be able to save
our child if I fall ill.”

“Let me come with you.”
I took a step back, shaking my head. Tears itched at my eyes, but I would not

let Leoth see how much this hurt me. “No. I need you to stay here, to rule in my
stead.”

“What about your mother?”
“She’s a wise leader, but not a warrior. I need someone who understands

Whitish battle tactics. Someone who can make tactical decisions in a heartbeat,
who can inspire our army to continue fighting against insurmountable odds.”

Leoth sank onto the end of my bed, his face lined with grief. “If you go now,
I fear I’ll never see you again.”

I swallowed. I wanted to cling to him, to hold him so tightly we could never
be separated. But if I voiced my own misgivings, Leoth would never allow me to
go willingly. Instead I said, “I’m not worried. It’s far better to face a danger I
can see than to sit around waiting for the plague to take me.”

“And what if you fall ill before you reach the forest? Dakolth isn’t going with
you, is he?”

“No. But all three of us have been careful not to expose ourselves. Dakolth
thinks we will be safe if we leave now, before the plague spreads too widely
within the palace. You don’t have to tell anyone I’ve gone. Act as though I’m
still here, isolating myself in my rooms.”

“Kalleah—”
I sat on the end of the bed beside Leoth and silenced him with a kiss. I had



already made my decision—I had made it spans ago, long before the plague
started—and nothing Leoth said could change it. But my chest ached at the
thought of leaving him, especially with so much uncertainty.

“You’d better not get sick,” I said in a low voice.
Leoth threaded his fingers through my hair and pulled me in for another kiss,

urgent, desperate. “I won’t. And don’t you put yourself in danger either. If you
get to the woods and it looks like the Drifters aren’t willing to negotiate, you
need to turn back. I don’t care how much time you’ll have wasted.”

I nodded. I held his deep gaze, trying to memorize the lines of his handsome
face, the black hair that curled gently around his ears, the beautiful mahogany of
his skin.

That night, I let Leoth fall asleep with his arms around me, our unborn child
between us. Moonlight fell across the foot of the bed through a gap in the
curtains, limning the canopy and the sheets in silver. Once Leoth’s breathing
evened out, I gave him one last kiss—even in sleep, his lips curled into a smile
—and slipped out of bed.

Dressing by the light of the moon, I donned a brown shirt and trousers, with
my sword belt buckled over the top. Into my pocket I tucked a roll of
parchment where Dakolth had written out a few of the indecipherable Allakoash
characters. I had no idea what they said, and he had not tried to translate them,
though he swore they would convince any Allakoash that I spoke the truth
when I announced myself as queen.

Next I covered my traveling clothes with a set of robes and a facecloth
Dakolth had said would protect me from the plague. Last of all, I added a flying
cloak and Weavers’ boots that would increase my pain resistance.

Mellicante, Baridya, and Viko were already waiting in the common area when
I slipped from the royal suite, the black robes and facecloths giving them the
appearance of thieves or assassins. We had made plans over these past few days
by way of messages passed under doors, Dakolth helping us whenever he
returned from the city. My friends had four packs between them, and when
Mellicante handed mine to me, I was surprised by the weight.

“We’re traveling cross-country,” Mellicante reminded me. “No chance to
resupply.”

Sleeping rolls were strapped to the base of each pack, and the hilt of an extra
sword peeked from the top.

“What are you doing with Ilola?” I whispered.
Sorrow flashed across Baridya’s face. “I’ve told Cal to look after her, with

help from your mother. She’ll be fine. Cal was the first one she grew attached
to.”



As though summoned by the sound of his name, Cal cracked open the door
to his bedroom and tiptoed down the hall.

“I’m gonna miss you, Kalleah,” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes. He looked
half-asleep, his hair rumpled, the pattern of his pillow imprinted on one cheek.

“And I’ll miss you too.” When I pulled Cal in for a fierce embrace, I realized
he was taller than me. When had that happened?

Once I released him, Cal hung his head; I wondered if he was hiding tears.
“Ilola’s still asleep?” Baridya asked.
Cal nodded.
“Then let’s go,” I said. “We’re not forgetting anything, are we?”
Baridya and Mellicante looked at each other.
“I hope not,” Baridya said.
She kissed Cal’s cheek, Mellicante squeezed his shoulder, and then we crept

down the hallway past Leoth’s old room.
At the end of the hallway, we let ourselves out to the stairs leading up to the

rooftop balcony. The air was still and warm, the moon—just a fingernail away
from full—as bright as the sun on a cloudy day.

“Remember when we jumped off the cliffs in Larkhaven?” Baridya said, no
longer whispering.

“This is much worse,” I said. “I think I’d rather face the Whitish army in the
harbor again than this plague.”

“I’m most afraid of what we’ll find when we return,” Mellicante said grimly.
“The whole city could be gone. Plagues like this do sometimes take out the
entire population, especially when people have nowhere to go.”

I shivered. “I don’t want to think about that.”
Beside me, Viko set his mouth into a grim line. He had not spoken once since

I joined my friends.
We crossed to the northern side of the balcony and stood at the balustrade,

above which pointed stone arches gave the impression of windows. Below lay
large roofs belonging to manors, council housing, and the city courts. The
Cheltish wing was the northernmost of the palace, and if we jumped far enough,
we would land on the street or the rooftops just beyond the palace wall.

“You first, Mell,” Baridya said.
“I hope these packs don’t mess with the flying cloaks,” she said as she

climbed onto the balustrade, one arm on the stone arch for balance. In her black
robes, illuminated by the moonlight and framed in the arch, she looked like the
Whitish god of death. Tabanus, or maybe Darium. I wasn’t very clear on their
religious mythology, though I had seen illustrations in the library.

Then, a second later, she leapt.



For the first few paces, she plummeted straight down; Baridya took in a sharp
breath, knuckles white on the balustrade. Then, as the flying cloak took over,
her fall slowed, and she drifted down gently, like a feather. She was going to
land inside the palace wall at this rate, but as we watched, she began waving her
arms before her and kicking her legs, as though swimming through the air. It
worked—she cleared the wall just in time and settled down gently on the street
just beyond the palace.

“You next,” Baridya said. “I hope no one’s watching.”
“I doubt it.” Apart from the hospital a few blocks away, the city was silent,

the streets empty.
I climbed onto the balustrade, my stomach swooping with a sudden surge of

vertigo and excitement. After planning this for months, it was finally time.
Escaping the city would be a gift in itself. If Leoth could have accompanied us,
and if I were not afraid for Deance, I would have gladly left behind all the
violence and suffering this city had brought us. Part of me wondered if now was
the time to surrender. We were dying without the Whitish army lifting a finger
against us.

But I could not abandon my people. I knew what cruelty the Whitish
intended for us; as long as I lived, I could not stop fighting.

For another moment, I lingered atop the balustrade, letting the light breeze
ruffle my face mask. Then I flung myself off.

When I dropped like a rock, I nearly screamed. My stomach clenched, and I
had to fight back nausea. Soon I slowed. My leap had taken me farther than
Mellicante’s, so I had already cleared the palace wall. I hugged my stomach, the
child squirming within, as I drifted down the final distance to the cobblestones.
As soon as I landed, I dropped to my knees and retched against the back of the
palace wall.

“You’re not getting ill, are you?” Mellicante asked, standing well back.
“I don’t think so. I felt fine until I jumped.”
Mellicante pursed her lips at me. “If you think you’re catching the plague, we

need to turn straight around and find Dakolth.”
I shook my head. “He gave me a healing vial that should slow any symptoms

until we reach the woods. But I’m not sick.” Straightening, I wiped my mouth
on the back of my hand. Though I longed to rinse the foul taste from my
mouth, I didn’t want to waste our precious water this early in the journey.

Baridya had already thrown herself off the rooftop, and she landed right atop
the palace wall, wobbling for a moment. With a sheepish smile, she stepped
forward and floated down the final stretch to the street. Viko followed a
moment later, landing gracefully on the cobblestones right behind me.



“That was fun,” Baridya whispered. “Shall we go?”
I gave Mellicante a warning look—I did not want her to frighten Baridya

unnecessarily.
With a grim nod, Mellicante put her thumbs under her backpack straps and

started up the street. As we fell into pace behind her, Baridya, Mellicante, and
Viko pulled their face masks over their mouths.

Down here, the moonlight hidden behind rooftops, it felt as though the city
wished to suffocate us. Even through the plague mask, I could smell a thick
layer of incense and urine and decay; we were in the Gilded Quarter, far from
the common folk, so the stench was more disturbing than it would have been in
the Market District. It hinted at desperation, at people too scared to leave their
homes to properly dispose of their dead, of squatters fleeing plague-ridden
streets and sleeping in back alleys. And the suffering had only just begun.

We crept through the dark, silent caverns between houses, dodging stray cats
and lifeless bodies and excrement. There were spatters of vomit as well; my
stomach churned at the sight of these. Was Mellicante right to worry? Had I
caught the plague somehow? Perhaps my food had been contaminated, or
perhaps Dakolth had passed it to me despite his reassurances to the contrary.

I fell behind my friends, giving them a wide berth. I felt contaminated; if I
passed the sickness to them, I would never forgive myself.

For over an hour we followed back streets, the moon rising until it lit even
the narrowest alleys. The stench eased as we moved farther from the city center,
the quiet streets no longer home to discarded bodies or squatters, though I saw
red cloth hanging from a few doorways, signaling that the plague had extended
even to this part of town.

Then, at last, we reached the northern edge of the city wall. A guard tower
rose just to our left—we had mapped our route carefully—and inside, we found
one of our army’s original generals on duty. He was a man Dellik had
recommended highly, and she had arranged to put him on duty tonight so we
could slip out without raising suspicion.

He stood when we entered and gave us a salute. Dellik was in on our plan as
well; she had told the general who we were and why we had to leave, and sworn
the man to secrecy.

Without preamble, I began stripping off the plague robes. After an hour of
winding through the foul-smelling streets, the robes felt as though they had been
drenched in sickness. I handled them delicately, careful not to touch the outside,
and finally tossed them to the corner of the tower.

“We hope to return in a span’s time,” I said. “Will you keep watch here until
we return, and lower a rope for us when we do?”



“Of course, Your Majesty.”
“My friends might return before me. If so, I want you to help them just the

same.”
Mellicante and Baridya both shot unhappy looks at me, though they did not

argue.
Then we emerged onto the city wall, where the plains stretched away before

us. In the distance, brilliant in the moonlight, I could see a line of snowy
summits—the Icebraid Peaks. Ambervale lay somewhere in those mountains, its
residents going about their daily lives, unaffected by war or plague or famine.
My heart swelled at the sight of so much open space. This was where I
belonged, not in the stifling confines of Baylore, and if I died out here, I would
die in peace.

“Look,” Mellicante said in a low voice. She was pointing to a pair of Whitish
scouts in the grasslands. They were about two hundred paces apart, easily visible
with their silver armor gleaming in the moonlight. “They might see us when we
jump.”

“We’ll deal with them if we have to,” I said. “With any luck, our clothes will
camouflage us against the stones.” We had chosen simple brown garb for this
reason—it would hide us amidst the grasslands and the forest.

“Curl in a ball when you jump,” Baridya said. “Then you’ll look like a barrel
of refuse falling off the wall.”

Mellicante snorted.  
This time we leapt together. I curled my knees up to my stomach, eyes on the

distant Whitish soldiers, but they did not seem to notice us. Or if they did,
perhaps they could not figure out what they were looking at. If they knew about
the plague, they might assume we were diseased bodies being disposed of.

At last we touched down, my boots firm on the uneven ground. I didn’t feel
sick this time. I was free.
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rom down here, the tall grasses rose nearly to our shoulders, golden brown
in the heat of late summer. Doubled over so the grasses would hide us, we
crept away from the city, setting a course for the gap between the two

scouts. Already my pack threatened to crush my spine, digging sharply into my
shoulders with each step, and I struggled to keep my balance on the uneven
ground with my swollen stomach and over-full pack yanking me to and fro.

We walked for what felt like leagues before we straightened at last. The city
lay far behind us, the scouts nowhere to be seen. We were setting a northward
course toward the Elygian River, where we would cross at the bridge near
Ashton. This was the most dangerous part of our plan—the bridge was not far
from the mines, which meant it might be overrun with Whitish soldiers or
plague victims. But we had no other way across, short of traveling south to
Pelek, where we knew the bridge was well-guarded.

Once we crossed, we would follow the trackless plains east until we hit the
Wandering Woods. The border of the woods stretched farther west here, so if
we were lucky, we might reach them after just a quarter or two.

“It’s funny,” Baridya said. “All those spans we were marching around Baylore
Valley, I kept dreaming of my soft, warm bed in the palace. But now I can’t wait
to sleep out under the stars again.”

“That’s because it’s summer,” Mellicante said drily. “It’s a completely
different story when the weather is warm.”

Soon their voices faded before me. I lagged far behind the others, hardly able
to put one foot in front of the other. If I tripped over a stray stone or a prairie
dog burrow, I feared I would collapse and never rise again. At least my friends
were safe from both my power and any sickness I might carry. The taste of
stomach acid still lay thick on my tongue, and my mouth grew drier and sandier



with each step. But I could not reach my waterskin, and I would never be able
to lift my pack back onto my shoulders if I set it down.

We reached the Elygian River before dawn. My legs went limp with relief at
the sight, and I nearly collapsed where I stood. To our left, a vast lake stretched
across the northern reaches of Baylore Valley, hills rising behind it.

Pausing at the lakeshore, we set down our packs—mine fell with a clanking
thud into the soft grass. Then we drank deeply of the clean water and filled our
many waterskins until they were near bursting. This lake lay upstream of the
mines, so it would have escaped contamination. Ever since our water had been
poisoned, I had made do on the smallest rations I could manage, knowing the
rainwater we collected could run out at any time; now I drank greedily from my
waterskin, savoring the sweet taste. Viko got onto his knees and gulped water
directly from the lake’s surface, while Mellicante and Baridya slurped from their
cupped hands.

Across the lake, the lights from windows in Ashton reflected off the surface
of the water, rippling gently. Houses stretched along most of the eastern shore,
sprawling away from Ashton in either direction; I imagined they belonged to
fishers and farmers who took advantage of the reliable water supply.

Our thirst slaked and our waterskins bulging, we had no further reason to
delay. Mellicante lifted her pack with a grunt and started along the lakeshore,
while I knelt to slide the straps over my shoulders. But when it came time to
stand, my legs shook and would not obey.

“I’m sorry,” I said to Baridya and Viko, who were still packing away their
waterskins. “I need to rest. I can’t walk any farther.”

“Mell!” Baridya called softly. “Come back here!”
Mellicante turned and trudged back toward us, shaking her head. “What is it?”
“We need to rest. Kalleah looks like she’s about to collapse.”
I slid the straps of my pack off my shoulders and stood, using the pack for

leverage. I was too weary to feel embarrassed by my weakness. “I don’t know
why I’m so tired.”

Viko lifted my pack with a grunt. “Mells! Have you packed her bag as heavy
as the rest of ours?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”
Viko made an exaggerated gesture at my midsection. “Um…because she’s

nearly six spans along? She’s carrying plenty of weight to begin with, and if she
strains herself, she might go into labor too soon. Most women would spend all
day lying around with their feet up at this point, not trek across half the
continent.”

I flushed as all three turned to stare at me.



“Gods. You’re right,” Baridya said. “Why didn’t we think about that?”
“I figured you would drain enough energy from the rest of us to make up for

the extra weight,” Mellicante said drily.
“Yes, and that would help for about an hour, until you collapsed,” I said.
“No,” Mellicante said. “I was just teasing. I honestly didn’t think about it.

You’ve done such a good job keeping it hushed up that I didn’t even consider
it’s probably not safe for a pregnant woman to travel in such rough conditions.”

“I’m not that fragile,” I said, though my legs were still vibrating from
exhaustion. “As long as we eat most of our food over the next couple days, I’ll
be fine.”

“And what will we eat after that?” Mellicante asked.
“Rabbits? Pheasants? I don’t know.”
“No,” Viko said. “We’ll re-pack the bags. I can take a bit more weight, and

I’m sure you both can as well. You rest, Kalleah. We’ll keep watch.”
Amused at Viko taking charge, I did not argue. Instead I moved away from

the others, to a patch of springy grass shielded by a wall of reeds, and curled up
in my flying cloak. I was asleep within minutes.

 
* * *

 
I woke to find the lake glowing with the soft pink light of dawn. We had only
been sleeping a few hours, but I was restless now that the sun had come up.
Mellicante sat on a stone, twisting a clump of grasses into a knot as she kept
watch, while Baridya and Viko lay wrapped in their cloaks nearby, still fast
asleep.

Rising and folding up my flying cloak, I crept through the soft grasses to join
Mellicante. When I drew close, she held up the knot she had been twisting as if
to ward me away.

“You’re not feeling sick, are you?” she whispered.
“No. I swear I’m fine.”
“Hmph.”
I sat cross-legged on the grasses near Mellicante, my legs still aching, my back

stiff. I leaned back on my hands, enjoying the cool breeze that rose off the lake.
As much as everything hurt, there was something satisfying about bone-deep
soreness following a day of hard exertion. I had missed this during my time in
the palace, and especially in the past span, when I had been unable to participate
in sword training for fear of my secret getting out.

As the sun crested the horizon, Mellicante lit a small fire with buffalo chips
and dried grasses. We sipped mugs of cinnamon tea while our porridge cooked,



and then she went to wake the others, nudging Viko in the side with her toe and
whispering something in Baridya’s ear.

We set out while the air still held the cool of early morning, following the
Elygian River south as it drained the lake. Though my pack was much lighter
than before, the others showed no sign that they were struggling beneath the
extra weight.

By the time we reached the bridge, the sun was high in the sky.
“We should’ve hidden out and waited until nightfall,” Mellicante said softly.

“They’ll see us at once.”
“Let’s get a bit closer,” I said. “If there’s only one soldier, we can finish them

off.”
We bent double, my back aching beneath the weight of my pack, the blood

rushing to my head. Creeping through the tall grasses, we approached the bridge
from the riverbank, the ground soggy underfoot.

But we needn’t have worried. The bridge was unguarded, and once we
crossed, I saw a Whitish soldier lying in the grass to the side of the road, fully
armored and clearly dead. From this angle, I could not tell if he had been shot
down by an arrow or had succumbed to the plague.

I was not willing to get any closer to him. Leaving the road behind, I set a
course directly east, the afternoon sun at my back, glad when we put distance
between ourselves and the dead man.

“It looks like everyone in the mines has died,” Baridya said once we were
several hundred paces away from the Whitish soldier. “At least that means they
won’t keep re-infecting us.”

“Maybe the Whitish army is sick as well,” Mellicante said. “Wouldn’t that be
useful?”

“Only if we manage to outlast it ourselves,” I said.
As we began climbing the hill that marked the outermost edge of Baylore

Valley, I caught sight of a dark hole in the hillside behind us. That had to be the
mines where the plague originated—I shivered.

At the top of the hill, we turned and looked back at the valley spread before
us. The wall and towers of Baylore rose in the distance, the lake now blinding as
it reflected the afternoon sunlight. The contrast between the land outside the
valley and within was stark—here, the plains stretched away in uncultivated wild
grasses, scraggly and rocky in places, while below, much of the land was greener
and neatly divided by stone walls, with orchards and small copses of trees rising
from the flat lands. Groundwater in Baylore Valley was plentiful, and numerous
streams flowed down from the Icebraid Peaks to join the Elygian River as it
passed through the valley; it was the sole patch of cultivation in the great



untamed grasslands between the Icebraid Peaks and the Wandering Woods.
“This could be our last time seeing Baylore,” Mellicante said, hands on her

hips as she gazed out at the distant city.
“Don’t say that,” Baridya said. “We’re not going to die.”
“But do we want to return while the city is still wracked with plague? If we

survive these next quarters, maybe we should hide out in Ashton until the
danger passes.”

I said nothing. If I had not been queen, I would never have been able to force
myself to return to such a stifling, disease-ridden place. But I had no choice.
And I was selfish—I wanted my friends by my side.

Baridya began yawning soon, so Mellicante suggested we find a place to camp
for the night. For once, her exhaustion was not my fault—I had stayed ten paces
from my friends for most of the day. But we had barely slept the night before.

For my part, I would have happily kept walking for the next span. Though my
back and legs were still aching, restless energy boiled beneath my skin, spurring
me on. Each step took us further from the suffocating plague, from the looming
battle we were doomed to lose.

Since there was little chance of rain, we found a place where the grass was
shorter and moved a few rocks away to create two sleeping areas. Despite my
expectations to the contrary, I fell asleep almost at once, my face buried under
my sleeping roll to block out the sun.

 
* * *

 
As the days passed, we fell into a comfortable rhythm of travel. Though my
swollen stomach and my pack weighed me down, I felt I could walk forever in
these vast plains; we were healthy and strong, and the fear of sickness quickly
fell away.

With no settlements for leagues and no danger of running across Whitish
soldiers, we were able to walk through the day without worry. Baridya and Viko
often sang to pass the time, and we played games trying to be the first to spot a
prairie dog or a hawk or a coyote. The sun was unrelenting here, the cloudless
days stretching one after another, until I began to wonder if my Cloudmages
had anything to do with it.

For sixteen bright, carefree days, we heeded nothing but the simple rhythm of
the road—waking with the sun, cooking a simple porridge, harvesting edible
plants as we found them, and setting up camp when the sun went down.
Mellicante was surprisingly skilled at setting snares for the many small animals
that crossed our path, so at night we often lit a campfire and roasted prairie



dogs, mice, rats, and guinea fowl.
Mellicante and Baridya walked together, laughing and talking through the day,

while I stayed ahead or behind enough to protect them from my power.
Sometimes Viko joined me, as if sensing my loneliness, but usually he walked
alongside Mellicante and Baridya. At these times, I missed Leoth with an ache
that grew worse every day. The company of my dearest friends could never
compensate for his absence.

But I tried not to let this heartache weigh on me too greatly. I was safe and
healthy, and worrying would not make the leagues pass any quicker. I rejoiced in
the sun, the birdsong, the smell of the dusty earth. And when I was not part of
my friends’ conversations, I ran through the phrases and terms I knew in the
Allakoash tongue, trying to string together clumsy conversations in my head.

At last, on our seventeenth day of travel, the land sloped away before us.
Ahead, the vast Wandering Woods spread like a cloud of green across the hills.

Slowing, I dropped my pack to the ground and kneaded a fist into the small
of my back, where a persistent ache had lodged itself. All joy at our time outside
Baylore fled, replaced by the bitter truth.

We had left behind a city wracked with plague. Everyone we loved could be
dead when we returned. And even if they were not, the Whitish army would
soon tear us apart.

“It looks much larger from here,” Baridya remarked softly. “I’ve only seen the
woods from the main road, and you have no idea how far it stretches.”

I knew what she meant—when we had neared the Wandering Woods before,
the trees had risen like a wall before us, and beyond we could see nothing. Now,
with the dark green forest stretching before us for dozens of leagues, it seemed
like a wave that might drown us if we ventured too near.

After a short break, none of us able to take our eyes from the trees, we started
down the hill. It was nearing sunset when we approached the forest margin, so
we set up camp just outside the shadow of the trees.

“I need you to stay here,” I said. “If I don’t return in five days, you need to
travel back to Baylore and tell Leoth that no help will be coming.”

“What if you get lost and come out in a completely different part of the
plains?” Mellicante asked.

That was a good point. I scanned the horizon, searching for a landmark, but
nothing distinguished one part of the plains from another. “If you climb the hill
again, you’ll be able to see for leagues. I won’t walk that far.”

Baridya chewed on her lip for a moment. “I just don’t like the idea of you
facing the Drifters alone. After last time…”

“That’s why I need you here to pass the news to Leoth. Otherwise, he might



wait for spans, expecting us to return any day. If we have no chance of help
from the Allakoash, he’ll need to make new plans. Perhaps even risk evacuating
Baylore, though that could end with most of our people slaughtered.”

“What did you call them?” Baridya asked in surprise.
“Allakoash. That’s the true name for the Drifters. Dakolth says they resent

being called Drifters.”
She reddened. “I never even thought about it. Allakoash. It’s beautiful, isn’t

it?”
“You’d better not die,” Mellicante said tersely. “We’re all counting on you. I

think Leoth would be a wreck without you, and your mother as well.”
“Not to mention the whole country,” Baridya said.
Though we did not dare light a fire so close to the woods, Mellicante dug out

a small flask of rum she had saved for the occasion, and we stayed up late
talking.

“If we somehow make it through this war, what will you do with your lives?”
I asked, curling sideways on my sleeping roll and looking up at the stars. The
moon was just a sliver, so it did nothing to dim the brilliance of the Great Arch.

“We’ve talked about it,” Baridya said hesitantly. “I’ve loved working with you,
but…”

“I don’t blame you for wanting to escape Baylore after everything that’s
happened there,” I said.

Baridya was silent for a moment. I put a hand to my stomach, feeling my
child kick gently as it shifted.

“We’ve discussed moving to Larkhaven or to Chelt,” Baridya said at last. “We
could buy a ship there and start a business of our own.”

“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” I said. “And Viko—what are your plans?”
He cleared his throat. “I haven’t thought much about it. I expect I’ll stay at

the palace, if you still want me as your personal guard.”
“Of course,” I said at once. I would not cast him aside as long as he wanted

the position.
“And what about you?” Baridya asked. “You’re going to be a mother soon. If

you and Leoth make it through the war, what sort of future will you give your
child?”

“I don’t think I have much choice in the matter, do I? My child will be the
heir to the throne, and I’ll need to live in Baylore to oversee the rebuild.”

“You could always name someone else as heir,” Mellicante said. “You could
escape to King’s Port or Larkhaven or Valleywall and live out your days in peace
and comfort.”

“No. I could never do that.”



“I know,” Mellicante said. “That’s because you feel as though the weight of
Itrea rests on your shoulders alone, and you’ll never give up that burden. You do
have a choice, but you’ll never take it, because you’re too honorable.”

I hadn’t thought of it that way. Somehow, Mellicante’s words freed me. I was
not holding the throne because I was trapped, but because I knew it was my
duty. Years ago, when I had first traveled to Baylore, I had known this. I could
have stepped aside and given my throne to Leoth, but I didn’t, because I knew
Itrea needed me. Recently, though, I had lost sight of my original convictions.
The crown had become more of a burden with each passing day.

“If I die in the woods, don’t mourn me,” I said softly. “This was my choice. I
know it’s a gamble, but I can’t give up hope.”

“You’re not allowed to die,” Baridya murmured.
 

* * *
 
In the morning, I rose at the first light of dawn. Mellicante and Baridya were still
asleep, Mellicante sprawled atop her sleeping roll, Baridya’s arm thrown over her
stomach. Viko raised his head when I stood, and I put a finger to my lips. Aware
of his eyes on me, I tied away my sleeping roll as quietly as I could, shouldered
my pack, and approached the Wandering Woods.

Standing in the deep shadows cast by the trees, I could feel cool air swirling
out from where it had lain trapped beneath the dense canopy. The smell of the
forest rose up as well, rich with rotting leaves and new growth and humus. I
rocked on my heels, one hand on my stomach, trying to force myself into that
oppressive darkness. The forest knew when an intruder stepped over its border.
The entire place was like one vast organism, alive and watchful and ready to
attack. Even with Dakolth guiding us, we had barely escaped the forest alive
when we had last ventured beneath these trees. I could still remember the way
the ground shifted underfoot, throwing me off balance, the trees creaking as
they extended their limbs to trap us.

But I had no choice. Whispering a silent apology to my child, I stepped from
sunbaked grasses to spongy moss.

The forest closed in around me within a few paces. In every direction, the
trees groaned and dripped condensation as they shifted, and when I looked
back, I could no longer see the open plains I had just left.

I shivered. The Wandering Woods had allowed refugees from the eastern
settlements to pass; I had to count on them letting me live until I found a tribe
of Allakoash.

Clutching the straps of my pack to keep my hands from shaking, I ventured



deeper into the woods, strands of moss grabbing at my clothes, spiderwebs
catching on my face. This far from the forest road, there were no scouts waiting
to intercept travelers. Perhaps I would cross all the way to the coast without
meeting anyone.

Were the trees watching me? Maybe they would pass along the news of my
arrival in their unfathomable way of communicating. I had asked Dakolth about
it many times, but the relationship between the Allakoash and their trees was a
secret he was not willing to divulge. The trees had once been Allakoash who cut
their lives short in exchange for taking on healing powers; someday Dakolth
would undergo the same transformation. From what I had seen during our last
stay in the Wandering Woods, the Allakoash were able to communicate with
their trees by touching the trunks. And, of course, the trees could move about
freely. That ability was legendary.

I continued deeper still, careful not to tread on the roots of the towering
trees. Birds flitted through the higher branches, their songs ringing above the
forest, and small animals scurried up and down the trunks—squirrels and
chipmunks and lizards. I could feel the weight of the trees all around, and with
each spiderweb I scrubbed from my face, I grew jumpier, flinching at the
smallest sound.

At last I stopped in a mossy dip between several trees, my nerves humming,
the forest ringing with birdsong. Watching.

I was already so lost I was not sure I would find my way back to the plains. It
was hard to tell the angle of the sunlight through the trees, so I had no way of
following it back.

Taking a deep breath, I shouted, “Shonamee avonat ly nash.” It was the standard
greeting Dakolth had taught me, meaning something like “The birds sing your
name;” there was no word for “hello” in Allakoash. I was sure it was not the
proper way to announce oneself, but I had no idea what else to try.

Seconds later, my shout still echoing through the restless forest, three
Allakoash stepped from behind a tree.

I jumped and nearly fell over.
The tallest of the three, a woman whose sleek black hair was bound around

her head like a crown, spoke a rapid string of Allakoash. The only words I could
pick from it were “You are…trees…no…”

Even if she had spoken slowly, I was sure I would not be able to understand
her. My vocabulary was painfully limited, and I had yet to learn verb tenses.
Instead I forged on with the awkward introduction I had prepared, speaking in
choppy Allakoash.

“My name is Kalleah. I am queen of Itrea.” That phrase was one I had



memorized, correct conjugations and all. “Baylore is with people. From
Whitland.” I couldn’t remember how to say we were being attacked by soldiers
from Whitland, and silently cursed my clumsiness. “We die. Much. Itrea die.”

This was going worse than I had expected. I had a bundle of notes in my
pack, but since it had a sword protruding from the top, I feared the Allakoash
would suspect me of attacking them if I tried to unpack my belongings.

“We need you. We need Allakoash for—”
The three Allakoash suddenly broke out in rapid conversation. I couldn’t

follow it at all, but from their angry expressions, I had said the wrong thing.
“No! I—no—”
But it was too late. The three grabbed my arms and dragged me toward the

nearest tree, which creaked and shook its leaves before splitting to reveal a
hollow near the base.

I twisted and fought, but the Allakoash were much stronger, and I was
encumbered by my heavy pack.

“You and your vryatosh Itreans will never use us again,” spat one of the two
men in Allakoash. The word I did not understand sounded like a curse.

“Don’t do this!” I shouted in Whitish. “If you let the Whitish army take
Baylore, you’ll be next! They won’t leave you alone once we’re gone!”

But my sudden outburst in a language they did not understand seemed to
incense the Allakoash further. They shoved me forward, and when I stumbled
over a root, the tree caught me with a branch and dragged me into the hollow.
Then, with a thunderous groan, the trunk closed around me.
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s darkness enveloped me, I screamed, the sound distorted in the small
cavity. The inside of the tree was suffocating, the sparse air thick with the
smell of decaying wood.

My screams died away quickly. It took too much breath to make noise, and I
feared I would run out soon. The hollow was large enough that I could stand
and reach out my arms fully in either direction, and when I reached up, I
touched the soggy, crumbling inside of the tree. The walls around me were
damp and shedding, and the ground underfoot was cushioned with the pieces
that had fallen.

I scratched at the inside of the tree with my fingernails, bringing crumbling
bits down on top of me, not thinking in my panic. But the trunk was many
paces thick; it would take years to scratch my way free.

Shaking, my breath coming fast, I sank to a squat. My pack nearly destabilized
me, so I dropped it onto the ground behind me, curling my arms around my
stomach.

I had to think of a way out. This couldn’t be the end. Not now.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to remember everything I’d ever heard of the

Wandering Woods. Most of the stories I had dismissed as a child’s fantasy, but
buried somewhere in there had to be some truth.

The first stories of the Drifters and their trees came from the time of the First
Fleet. Those who ventured into the woods never returned, so the settlers were
confined to the eastern coast around Larkhaven. But eventually the Whitish
army attacked, and the Wandering Woods allowed the Itrean settlers safe
passage through to the central plains. The Whitish army at their heels had
disappeared, swallowed by the trees. Then, several centuries later, the rulers of
Baylore must have come to some sort of agreement with the Allakoash to allow



the building of the forest road.
I sucked in a deep breath, my lungs heavy with the stale, earthy air inside the

tree. I could see nothing, but I kept imagining faint slivers of light that indicated
weaknesses in the trunk.

Those were the only true accounts I had read about the Wandering Woods.
All other stories seemed too exaggerated to be true. I’d heard of men trapped
inside tree trunks for years at a time, only to be released far from where they had
entered the forest. Trees feeding on human blood. Trees sealing their trunks
together to form great walls or cages that trapped trespassers. Trees reaching out
roots like tentacles to crush those who lit fires within the woods.

But maybe they were true. Maybe the trees really could trap people for years
—which would mean I had an air supply in here. If people were stuck for years,
though, what did they eat? How did they find water? I couldn’t rely on that
story. It was too unlikely.

For a moment, I considered hacking away at the inside of the tree with my
sword, but the tree would likely feel that. If it grew angry, it could close up its
hollow and crush me to death.

“What now?” I muttered. “This can’t be the end.” I had not expected to make
it out of the Wandering Woods alive, but I had thought I would die at the hands
of the Allkoash, after they heard my practiced arguments. I had hoped they
would think about my warning and perhaps change their minds once they
realized how much danger they were in.

I had not bargained on suffocating inside a tree before I even had a chance to
plead my case.

“Can you hear me?” I asked the tree, leaning against my pack with both hands
on the rotting sides of the great hollow. “Were you once a man or woman who
gave up your life to the healing arts? Did you travel to Baylore to help our
ancestors survive the Red Plague? Or did you spend your whole life in the
Wandering Woods?”

The tree gave no sign that it had heard me, but I persisted. I switched to
Allakoash, practicing my arguments aloud in the dark.

“The Whitish men kill all of Itrea. It is a war. War!” I remembered the word
at last. “Your trees can help. Can help Baylore. If Baylore dies, Allakoash die.
Whitish men don’t like trees. They kill your trees.”

The tree gave a mighty groan, and for a second I thought it was listening to
me. I sat up, hands still against the bark, wondering if it would communicate
back.

Then my stomach gave a lurch as the whole trunk began swaying. I was being
dragged somewhere, rattled around in this claustrophobic, airless box, and it was



all I could do not to scream again.
 

* * *
 
What felt like hours later, the tree finally creaked to a halt. I thought I could feel
a strange rippling as the roots dug their way into the earth around me. My
stomach continued churning long after we stopped, and my mouth tasted of bile
—I had nearly lost the previous night’s dinner several times. Even my head felt
funny, as though it had been stuffed with cotton. Something about being jostled
around in the darkness, unable to see where I was going, scared me far more
than jumping off the palace roof.

“Is anyone there?” I shouted, but the tree swallowed my voice.
I leaned back against my pack, cradling my stomach, where my child had

undoubtedly been sloshed around as much as I.
Maybe I had given up too soon. Maybe help really was on its way, and

Baylore would fight off the Whitish army without my leadership. Or maybe the
plague was spreading through the Whitish army as fast as it spread through
Baylore, and without the Allakoash healers, their entire force would die. Maybe
Leoth would venture out to Twenty-League Town and find it lifeless, a funeral
pyre heaped with the bodies of our enemies.

I had to believe that. If I died thinking Itrea would crumble…
Tears came then, dripping down my cheeks and off my chin, and I rocked

back and forth in the dark, wondering if I could have done anything different.
Could I have prevented this disaster somehow, if I’d had enough foresight?
Should I have stayed in Larkhaven with my newly-gathered army and tried to
sink the Whitish ships as they approached? Should I have abandoned Baylore
and marched south to King’s Port, where my people could bide our time and
gather an army large enough to reclaim all of Itrea? Should I have used my
magician army to evacuate the Makhori who were in gravest danger even before
we defeated Olleack, and sent them fleeing south through the barren, snowy
plains?

At times it had seemed a miracle that we survived this long, against all odds.
But this was the answer—we had survived so we could die a tortured death,
wracked by plague and starvation and cut open on Whitish swords.

Who had I thought I was? The Whitish army was the most powerful on earth.
Had I believed myself a god, strong enough to stand up to fate itself? Had I
thought myself invincible?

No, I had simply been a leader who was willing to do what was necessary. But
dying inside a tree, before I even argued my cause…I couldn’t bear it.



Soon my insides cramped, and I gritted my teeth, waiting for the pain to
subside. If I lost my child now, after all this time…

 
* * *

 
I must have fallen asleep, propped uncomfortably against my pack, because I
woke to a cracking like the sound of our city gates giving way beneath the
battering ram.

I sat up stiffly, every muscle protesting, and registered distantly that my
insides were still aching.

The cracking came from the tree all around me. Its trunk shivered, and when
I put a hand against the damp, rotting inside, a large piece broke off and
crumbled over my knees.

With another great, shuddering crack, the trunk splintered in two, leaving a
gap through which sunlight poured into the hollow. I blinked and stumbled to
my feet, taking in my surroundings. Leaves and branches and moss. Though the
tree had moved me for what felt like leagues, the forest had not changed. The
tree sagged, and I jumped back as it widened the crack enough that I might have
been able to climb through without my swollen belly trapping me. Then it
stilled.

What was happening?
Hostile or not, I needed to speak to the Allakoash. I shouted out another

greeting through the gap in the tree, startling a flock of birds that flew into the
air in a storm of flapping.

Silent as deer, ten Allakoash emerged from the forest to stand before my tree.
All looked shocked, and I picked up a few words from their frantic discussion.

“…tree is dead…never…magic.”
“How is she so…in the forest?”
“…her inside. Where did…”
I realized with a start what had happened. Normally my power did not affect

plants, but these trees were evidently far closer to enchanted humans than to
normal plants. I had drained the life from the tree; the soul of an Allakoash
healer it had carried was gone. Whether it would now wither and die, or it would
live on as an unthinking, motionless tree, I had no idea.

None of the new arrivals looked like the three Allakoash who had trapped
me. I had to try again

“My name is Kalleah. I am queen of Itrea,” I began in Allakoash.
Those around me looked even more startled to see me speaking their tongue,

or perhaps it was my title that had given them pause. I drew out the roll of



parchment Dakolth had written on and handed it through the crack in the tree;
they huddled around it, eyes wide, whispering as they read the scattering of odd
symbols.

I gave them a moment before addressing them again. This time I had to speak
slower, to plan what I would say before I began. My patched-together phrases
had likely confused the Allakoash who had found me. It was not their fault they
turned on me.

An elderly man stepped up and spoke slowly. “Why is the tree dead?”
“My magic makes that the tree dies. The people die. The animals too.”
The Allakoash broke into rapid conversation once more, and from their

expressions of understanding, they had heard of me and my power. They
understood why the tree had died, and they did not seem angry. It was not my
fault I had been trapped inside, after all.

“Will we die if we stay close to you?” the elderly man asked.
“One hour is good. More is bad.” Then I stopped. Did they count time in

hours?
But he nodded. “You say you are a queen. This writing proves you are telling

the truth. Why are you here?”
Just then, three more figures stepped from the forest, and I went cold. They

were the same three who had shoved me into the tree.
The woman who was tallest of the group stopped in her tracks when she saw

the crack in the tree, my face peering from inside. Her face grew red, and she
began shouting something I couldn’t make out.

The old man I had been speaking to turned away from me and folded his
arms, tucking his chin down to his chest. “She…not speak well. I think you did
not…”

The woman continued ranting, and I caught the words “dying” and “Baylore”
in her tirade.

At last, another woman in the circle snapped, “Be quiet. If this is the queen,
we must listen to her. She is esiunath durayant to her people, so it is mokkoash that
she is here.”

Turning back to me, the old man uncrossed his arms and said, in slow and
simple terms, “This woman thinks you want us to go to Baylore. We know there
is a sickness there. You want us to amonaki ruash healers and save your people.”

“No, no! Not this. I don’t want you to—to be healers. There are Whitish
men. A war. I think that your trees can save us?”

“How?”
“I don’t know. You did it one time. Your trees—end a war.”
“It is too late. The Whitish kodorra are inside Itrea. They have already passed



through our forest.”
With a sigh, I sagged back from the crack in the tree. My swollen stomach

was still tight and painful, especially now that I was standing, and I thought I felt
something warm seeping between my legs. But my child was not due for nearly
a span—thirty-two days. Would I lose it? My breath grew shallow as panic
welled in my throat.

“You traveled far. If you are a queen, you have taken a great kuath to come
here. Why did you do this?”

“We have no other—other—” I couldn’t find the right word. I choked back
my rising fear. “We will all die. There are many Whitish men. We are sick, and
we have no help. They have more—” I didn’t know the word for “weapons,” so
pulled my sword from my pack by its hilt and held it up for the old man to see.
“They have more of this. We don’t. Not enough. When we die, Whitland is
king. No more Itrea. They don’t like your trees. They kill your trees.”

“You think Whitland will dyoran our forest once they avoloyani Baylore.”
“Yes. Yes.”
“You might be right. But we are much stronger than Whitland. They will not

harm us.”
“I hope that is true. But do—do you want this to be Whitland?”
“No. Of course not.”
The old man turned to those gathered around him, and they broke into rapid,

hushed conversation. I did not even try to understand; the cramps in my
stomach were growing worse, and it was all I could do not to cry out. I leaned
back, bracing myself against the insides of the hollow, and gritted my teeth.

When the old man turned back to me, he blinked at my expression. “Are you
hurt?”

“I have a child,” I gasped out, pointing to my swollen stomach.
“You traveled here alone when you are about to have a child.”
“Yes.”
“We need to get her out!” he ordered.
Several Allakoash surged forward, a few of them pulling stone hatchets from

belts, and I scrambled away from the split in the trunk. One of the stereotypes
about Drifters was that they did not tolerate any weapons in their forest,
especially those designed for cutting wood, but of course they would need
hatchets for their own daily use. Had I imagined they broke branches by hand?
Not all of the trees in the forest were the towering variety that housed the spirits
of their ancestors; on my last visit, I had seen cookfires and various implements
made from wood, so they evidently did not have a taboo against using branches
in their day-to-day life.



The Allakoash worked carefully, but a few splinters and chunks of rotted
wood flew at me nonetheless. I turned my head to the side and squinted, trying
to avoid the shower of debris. My insides continued to ache, as though they
were twisting into knots; I kneaded the space just above my hipbone, teeth
clenched as the pain came in waves.

“The tree is soft inside,” the old man said, his head looming into view as the
other Allakoash paused in their work. “It would have died soon anyway. Still,
the death of a kanoa is loyamman.”

“Kanoa is the name for your trees?”
“No, it means a—a very big thing.”
Two other Allakoash gripped the section of bark they had been hacking at.

Leaning back, they grunted and yanked at the tree. With a crack and a puff of
wood dust, a huge section of bark tore away, the inside of the tree crumbling in
its wake.

“Can you nasua now?” one of the women with a hatchet asked.
Clutching my stomach, doubled over in pain, I stumbled up the mound of

collapsed tree innards. Black fog swam over my vision, and when warm fluid
leaked between my legs once more, I looked down and saw a red stain on my
brown pants.

“Careful, careful,” the old man said, grabbing my arm as I stepped down from
the pile of bark and wood.

“My things,” I gasped, pointing at where my pack still lay in the hollow.
Then everything went black.
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couldn’t tell how long I drifted in and out of consciousness. It could have
been days or even quarters. The old man was almost always nearby, and I
realized hazily that he must be the only healer in this tribe. Sometimes water

was dripped between my cracked lips, wrung from a clump of moss, and other
times I was conscious of a pair of cool hands pressed to my forehead or my
stomach or my arms.

Then, at last, the fever broke. I woke feeling alive for the first time since I had
been freed.

I also felt empty, lighter. My hands immediately went to my stomach, and my
heartbeat sped up.

My child was gone.
I fought to sit up, but for once, no one was around. Had my child died? I

couldn’t bear the thought that my precious babe had disappeared while I was
floating in a feverish haze. Had it drawn breath before it died?

I needed to know. Nothing else mattered except this precious life which had
been stolen from me.

I scanned the trees for the old man who had helped me, but no movement
came from nearby. I wanted to call out to him, yet I realized I did not even
know his name.

When I tried to stand, it sent my head spinning. Not yet. I needed to regain
my strength first. The tribe could not be far away, but lying here alone, I felt
trapped by the frailty of my body, restless with fear for my child.

While I waited for the old man to return, my pulse thudding in my ears, I
took stock of my surroundings. I lay on a cushioned bedroll made from furs, an
impromptu roof fashioned overhead, no more than leaves covering a frame of
sticks. When we had last visited the Wandering Woods, it had seemed the



Allakoash lived inside hollows their trees created for them; of course this tribe
wanted to keep me far from their trees after I had killed one. Indeed, the trees
around me had shifted away, so I sat in an unusually large clearing with only a
few scraggly, non-sentient trees nearby.

Finally, the old man emerged from behind a tree trunk larger than my
childhood cottage in Ambervale. His face broke into a grin when he saw me
awake.

“You should be very happy. You have a shost.”
“My child?”
“Yes! It is a boy.”
“Is he alive?”
“Yes!”
Tears sprang to my eyes. “Can I see?”
The man gave a shout, and a young woman approached. She had one baby

tied to her back and another in her arms. The one in her arms was darker than
she, and his head was already dusted with Leoth’s loose curls.

I gasped. “My son!” I said in Whitish. I could not believe this was happening.
All along, I had expected something to go wrong. My power should have
robbed me of this joy, yet here he was—my son, perfect and tiny and fast asleep
in the woman’s arms.

“Is he like me? With my magic?”
“No,” the old man said. “He has no power that we can see.”
I held out my arms, and the woman knelt to hand the sleeping infant to me,

smiling fondly. He was so light, like a kitten, and so delicate. It was surreal. How
had Leoth and I, with our forbidden blood, our city crumbling around us,
created something so perfect? And he did not carry our curse. Someday he
might become the monarch I could never be. The king who could rebuild Itrea.

“Your milk is dry,” the old man said. “You were ill for too long. You can’t
dyamoshik to Baylore with him. He will have no food.”

“Oh.”
“We can keep him here. Take care of him. We will treat him like our own.”
“Oh,” I whispered.
He was right, though. There was no way for me to travel back to Baylore with

an infant if I could not feed him along the way. And I had no idea how much
time had passed. In all likelihood, Mellicante, Baridya, and Viko were long since
gone. If I tried to carry my son through the plains, my power would kill him if
starvation did not.

“Can I return other day? For him?”
“Of course. He is your shost.” He watched us for a moment, his expression



unreadable. “We will leave you for now.”
He and the young woman retreated, and I leaned back against the rolled fur

that had served as my pillow, the infant nestled in my arms. My son was
exquisite. His nose was tiny and soft, his eyelashes dark. If he took after Leoth,
he would be a charmer when he grew older. I could already imagine a tiny
version of Leoth running about the palace, curls flying, chasing his friends with
a wooden sword.

Then I sighed. That future was almost out of our grasp. Baylore was on the
brink of collapse, from plague and from war. Maybe it would be best if I left my
son here, where he could grow up in safety. At least he would be alive. At least
he would be happy.

I stroked my son’s tiny wrist, and he locked his hand around one of my
fingers, mouth moving as he shifted in my arms.

Too soon, the woman came to retrieve my son. He fussed when I pried his
grip from my finger, and I nearly grabbed him back. But he was young and weak
—born too early—and I did not want to weaken him further by draining his
lifeblood.

What would Leoth say when he learned I had left our child behind? Would he
accuse me of putting the kingdom before everything else, of turning heartless in
my fight for Baylore?

When the old man returned, I asked, “How much time—I can go to
Baylore?”

“Ten days. You are very weak. You need to rest.”
I nodded reluctantly. Ten days—that was a whole quarter. The world could

change in that much time.
“You will help us?”
“We will think about it. It is a great trakoshat to care for the shost of a queen.”
I guessed “shost” meant “son.”
“I have no time.”
“I know. But we have many tribes. If our forest will move, we need to work

with all of them. I don’t think it will happen. I am sorry.”
I nodded again, though my chest tightened. I had done what I could. This was

what I had expected all along, but that didn’t make the blow hurt any less. I was
not sure how I could face returning to Baylore now, with no child and no help
on the way. Perhaps I should throw myself off the Larkhaven cliffs instead.

But I could never do that. I would return to Baylore and I would fight, as I
had always done. That was my fate. I fought every step of the way, every
moment of my life. I felt as though the future of Itrea rested on my shoulders
alone, and that weight would never allow me to rest until our people were safe.



The fact that I now had a son and heir was irrelevant. Until we had secured
Baylore and forged a future for my heir, he might as well live in the Wandering
Woods, where he was safe from harm.

I kept telling myself this, yet the prospect of losing him twisted like a knife
through my ribs.

 
* * *

 
Over the next quarter, the Allakoash extended more kindness than I felt I
deserved. Perhaps it was because I had learned enough of their language to get
by, or perhaps this tribe was less hostile to outsiders since they lived farther
from the forest road, but I had not expected this.

I finally learned the names of my saviors. The old man was Kashor, and the
woman who looked after my son was Illyoth. Once I had regained my strength,
Kashor explained I would never be able to bear another child. I did not mind. I
had a beautiful boy of my own, and that was far more than I had ever expected.

Over delicious dinners of fresh meat and mushrooms and berries and eggs, I
learned Allakoash folk stories and arts, and watched with well-concealed envy as
my son was passed from one fawning member of the tribe to another.

At one point, Kashor explained why I had received such a hostile reception.
The Allakoash had been exploited and abused during the Red Plague, when
thousands had traveled to Baylore to give their lives to the healing arts; when I
had arrived and described people dying in Baylore, the three who first came
across me thought I wanted to use them in the same way. It appeared the
sacrifice of the Allakoash had been left out of our history books; no one spoke
of their suffering, the way thousands had given up their families and futures to
help a country that didn’t even speak their language. I promised myself I would
re-write the history texts if peace ever returned to Baylore.

One day while I sat alone, a babble of voices drew near, punctuated by
laughter and rustling leaves. The Allakoash had mainly stayed away from my
sleeping area, but these voices sounded young and not the least bit shy.

Then I heard a few words in Whitish mixed amongst the Allakoash, the voice
oddly familiar, and I sat up straight.

As the new arrivals clambered over a root into the clearing, I saw with a start
that Viko walked in the middle of a gaggle of young men and women. He was
gesturing wildly, a grin on his face, and spoke a few broken words of Allakoash
interspersed with Whitish.

“Viko!” I cried. “What are you doing here?” I blinked several times,
wondering if I was hallucinating.



His grin widened further as he saw me, and he darted to my side, dropping to
his knees to give me a clumsy hug. “Kalleah! They told me you were here, but I
wasn’t sure if I should believe them. What happened? Why did you take so long?
They said you were sick…”

“Can you speak Allakoash?” I asked in disbelief.
“Only a little,” he answered in Allakoash.
One of the young women behind him giggled.
“But you’d be amazed at how much you can communicate with gestures.

Only I wasn’t quite sure what they were trying to tell me.”
“Why are you here?”
Viko sat cross-legged beside me, and the young men and women knelt near

the edge of the clearing. They did not look familiar; I wondered if they were
from a different tribe.

“We waited for ages—fifteen days, I think it was—and Baridya finally
convinced Mellicante to travel back to Baylore with her. Mellicante was all for
staying, but Baridya said Leoth would panic if he didn’t hear any word for two
spans straight.”

“She was right,” I said under my breath.
“Anyway, I figured it wouldn’t matter if I returned or not, so I headed into

the forest to see if I could find you. I ran across a different tribe, and I think
they would have killed me except that they’d heard you were here as well,
staying with a neighboring tribe. They said your name, and I tried to make them
understand I was traveling with you.”

“So they didn’t trap you inside a tree?”
“No.” Viko gave me a funny look. “I thought that was just a story.”
I shook my head.
“Bloody Varse. No, they were almost civil. I’m pretty sure they thought I was

funny, the way I was trying to act out what I meant. A few days after I arrived,
someone came to visit the tribe, and I heard your name several times. I had no
idea what they were talking about, but I made it obvious I wanted to go with the
visitor. Only he slipped away before I could follow, and the tribe I was staying
with made it clear that you were sick.” His brow furrowed. “What’s wrong? It’s
not the plague, is it?”

“I’ll tell you later.” I felt uncomfortable with the eyes of so many on me.
“But you’re well now, right?”
“I’m getting better.”
“Good.” Viko ran a hand through his long hair, which was unkempt and

tangled with dried leaves. “Anyway, they finally decided to take me here today.
At least, I figured that was where they were taking me. This lot dragged me away



from the tribe, and I couldn’t tell if they wanted to murder me somewhere deep
in the woods or take me to you.”

I turned to the young men and women, some of whom giggled or averted
their eyes.

“Thank you very much,” I said in Allakoash. “This man is my friend. Thank
you for—he is alive and here.”

One of the young women blinked at me through her lashes. “Is it true? Are
you the queen of the land beyond the trees?”

“I am. And this is Viko.”
“We know,” said a young man, chuckling.
Kashor stepped into the clearing just then, my son in his arms. “Go home!”

he scolded the young men and women. “I can see the Itrean is here. Your work
is done. We won’t give you dinner if you stay, so you should leave before it
grows dark.”

Chattering and laughing, the gaggle of newcomers cleared off into the trees.
Kashor shook his head as he approached. “They are young and briolakh. I’m

sorry.”
Viko jumped to his feet, giving Kashor a half-bow. The he froze. “Is this—”

he said in Itrean, staring at my son.
“Yes. This is my beautiful little boy.” I took the infant from Kashor and held

him tight, kissing his downy head.
“So you weren’t sick. Just giving birth.”
“He came too soon. I might have died if not for Kashor’s help.” I repeated

this last in Allakoash, and Kashor inclined his head.
“He’s gorgeous.”
I handed the child to Viko, who cradled him as delicately as if he were made

from spun sugar.
“Are you going back soon, then?” he asked.
“In four more days. They want to keep me here until I’m fully recovered. But 

Viko—” I swallowed, tears pricking at my eyes. “I can’t take my son with me. 
My milk has dried up, so he wouldn’t survive the journey back.”  

“Oh.” Viko looked up, his eyes round with sorrow. “If he was my son, I
would never be able to leave him behind. But…maybe it’s for the best.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself.”
 

* * *
 
During his short stay with Kashor’s tribe, Viko won over most of the youth. He
picked up Allakoash far faster than I had, stringing together broken, nonsensical



sentences within days, and he did not seem afraid to make a fool of himself. He
appeared to communicate far more through gestures and badly-pronounced
words than I had after spans of study. He kept me company as well, lending an
arm for balance while I regained the strength in my legs, always taking the
chance to hold and coo at my son. I had never seen him so carefree.

The night before I was due to leave, Kashor approached me alone. It was
dark, though faint bands of moonlight filtered through the canopy, and Kashor
wore a small Weaver’s crystal around his neck.

I sat up on my furs. I had been far from sleep; the prospect of leaving my son
left me queasy. I had not yet given him a name. I almost wondered if I should
leave that to the Allakoash.

“I hope I did not wake you.”
“No,” I said.
Kashor dropped to a squat beside my bedroll and let out a heavy sigh. “I have

spoken to three of the tribes nearest us. They will not help Baylore. I’m sorry,
Kalleah. We can do nothing for you.”

“Thank you for—for it.” My voice wavered. “I will sleep now.” I wanted to
be alone.

“I’m sorry.” Kashor stood and left as silently as he had come.
I wanted to cry. After so much suffering, so much hope, we were left in the

same position as before. Baylore would fall.
But the tears would not come. Instead I lay where I was, staring up at the

dark leaves, the hoots of owls and scrabbling of rodents all around.
 

* * *
 
In the morning, I rose with the dawn chorus ringing through the canopy and
had my bag packed by the time Kashor and Viko came looking for me.

“Are you ready?”
“I…never ready to go without my son. But I want to see Baylore. To see the

war.”
Kashor nodded. I wasn’t sure if I had conveyed what I meant properly, but he

was accustomed to my broken attempts at speaking Allakoash. The longer I
stayed away, the more I feared I would return to find the bodies of my loved
ones stacked in funeral pyres, the city overrun with Whitish soldiers. I should
never have left. And if Mellicante and Baridya had made it back by now, Leoth
would think I was dead. Stay strong, Leoth.

The entire tribe gathered to see me off, and before I left, Illyoth handed my
son to me one last time.



“Do you want to name him?” she asked shyly.
She had already begun calling him Shonameeko, little bird, but as much as I

liked the idea of letting his first true family name him, I knew my people would
never accept a king who seemed too much a Drifter. He would have enough
trouble winning support with parents such as us.

“Daymin. He is Daymin.”
I kissed his forehead, and he opened his dark brown eyes to stare at me in

surprise.
“I want to return for him. In little time. But if not…”
“We will care for him as long as we must,” Kashor said solemnly. “He is like

a son to us.”
I gave my son—my Daymin—a gentle squeeze, and then forced myself to

return him to Illyoth’s arms. I nearly snatched him right back, but I stepped
stiffly away, my hands clenched together behind my back.

“Come with me,” Kashor said.
I lifted my pack, numb with grief, and followed him away from the camp.

Viko kept pace with us, silent as a shadow.
With each step I took, my thoughts warred with me.
What kind of mother leaves her infant in the hands of strangers?
A mother who is also queen of Itrea.
What kind of queen forsakes her heir?
A desperate one.
Yet I could not deny my son would be well cared for here. He would be safe

while the war raged on outside. While the plague tore through our city. He did
not need to be a prince, an heir to the throne. I just wanted him alive and well.

At the border of the forest, Kashor parted ways with me. “Go safely, Kalleah.
Do not worry about your son. He will be safe with us.”

“I know.”
Though displays of affection were frowned upon among the Allakoash, I gave

Kashor a brief hug. He had saved my life, and had welcomed me as a guest.
Then I stepped out from beneath the trees. Tears welled in my eyes, but I did

not look back.
 

 



O

24

The City of Ashes

 
nce again I set off across the trackless plains, Viko trailing ten paces behind.
This time I used a compass to guide me west.

While we had lingered within the Wandering Woods, fall had come to the
land. The grasses were brown and bent beneath swollen heads of grain, the air
sharp with the first hint of winter.

For days we walked, not stopping from sunrise to sunset, the daylight hours
slipping away quicker each evening. When we first left the woods, I did not have
the heart to speak, and Viko respected my need for silence. The endless days of
walking gave me plenty of time to think, to mourn the loss of my son, and to
question when my priorities had become so scrambled. Tears sprang to my eyes
every time I thought of Daymin; I still could not believe I had abandoned him.
He was so precious, so perfect, and now I might never see him again.

At the same time, I chided myself for my weakness. When had I turned into
such a sentimental mess? I wished I could return to the queen I was before, the
one who would never put something as fragile and useless as an infant before
the needs of her country.

Eventually the sharp pain of losing Daymin mellowed to a hollow in my
chest; I was able to think rationally, to remind myself he was far safer in the
woods than he would be in a plague-ridden city under siege. My desire to have
him with me was pure selfishness.

Though I was still weak after such a painful birth, I felt much lighter now that
my stomach was no longer swollen. My back ached less, even with the weight of
my pack, and I fought through my weakness and soon regained my stamina. At
times I wondered if Viko had taken most of the weight from my pack, but I did
not question it. He never complained or lagged behind.

Once the first quarter passed, I hardened myself once again. No longer did I



cry at thoughts of Daymin; I had convinced myself he was no longer mine. He
would be happy and well-loved among the Allakoash. If they called him
Shonameeko and had him climbing trees as soon as he could walk, I should
rejoice, not mourn.

But what would I tell Leoth? Would he understand?
“Why did you follow me into the woods?” I asked Viko one evening as we

shared a watery soup of millet and wild onions. Darkness had fallen, and we sat
close to the fire, warming our hands as we ate.

After a long silence, Viko said, “I couldn’t go back to the city without you. As
long as I have a duty to you, I’m safe. If I lose that…”

I knew what he meant—each day he battled to keep from sliding back into
the pit he had climbed from, and as long as I gave him a purpose and a strict set
of rules to abide by, he could cope. “What if I die? What happens then?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to think about that.”
“No. Viko—if something happens to me, I need you to guard Leoth and my

son as fiercely as you have guarded me. Especially my son. Leoth and I might
both die, and if that happens, he might never learn his heritage.”

Viko stared at me for a long time, the firelight playing across his features. At
last he nodded.

 
* * *

 
When we crossed into Baylore Valley, fall made itself evident in the rows of
golden trees lining distant farm roads like banners, copses of red-leafed trees
rising above the withered grass. Beyond the cultivated farmland lay Baylore, a bit
farther to the north than I had anticipated, and to the right stretched the lake.

“Sweet seducer, I’m thirsty,” Viko moaned, gazing longingly at the Elygian
River.

“It might still be contaminated,” I reminded him. “Here, have the last of my 
water. We’ll camp by the lake tonight.”  

It was a mark of how thirsty he was that Viko took my waterskin without
protest and gulped down the last two swallows. One of the streams we had
drunk from on the way to the Wandering Woods was now dry, so we had been
pushing ourselves faster than ever to reach Baylore Valley before we depleted
the last of our supply.

But the lake was much farther than it had looked. We walked until the last
light of evening faded, my mouth sandy, my throat parched, and finally curled
up to sleep at the edge of a sparse woodland.

In the morning, we skirted around the woods, giving an imposing hunting



lodge a wide berth. Even if it looked deserted, it might be harboring Whitish
soldiers or plague victims. My throat was too dry to talk, and Viko kept
coughing.

At last we reached the river crossing near Ashton, upstream of the mines.
Here we dropped our packs and drank deeply, nearly submerging our faces in
the water. I scrubbed dust from my neck and pulled off my boots to dangle my
swollen feet in the current. Though it was only midafternoon, we crossed the
bridge and set up camp just a short distance upstream, intending to reach
Baylore the following day.

“It looks so peaceful from here,” Viko said that evening, gazing at the city
wall, the setting sun bathing the stones in fiery orange. “I wonder what we’ll
find.”

“I don’t want to think about it.” For days now, my dreams had been riddled
with scenes of death—bodies littering the streets, their necks swollen with red
pustules; Whitish soldiers guarding the wall, the heads of my subjects skewered
on pikes; and blood dripping from every stone, staining the streets, seeping
along the floors of the palace. No matter what had befallen my city, it would be
grim.

The next morning, we started toward the city before the sun rose. It took
most of the day to close the final distance between the Elygian River and
Baylore; the sky was turning red by the time we drew within the shadow of the
wall. From here, it was hard to tell exactly which guard tower we had jumped
from last time, so I would have to hope whoever saw me first would let me up.
If the guards were my fellow countrymen, that was.

We had not passed any Whitish scouts on our approach to the city. That
struck me as ominous. Had they already taken Baylore? Or had so many died of
the plague that there were not enough men left to station scouts around the city
wall?

There was no point delaying. I strode up to the base of the nearest guard
tower, where I cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted, “Hello? Is
anyone there?”

A man emerged from the building and peered down at me. “Who are you?”
My shoulders sagged in relief—his accent was Itrean. Baylore was still ours,

then. “I am your ally. Please lower a rope.”
Another guard came dashing down the wall, something over his shoulder.

“Ho!” he called down to me. “You’ve returned!”
“I have,” I shouted back.
The bundle over his shoulder was a coil of rope, which he tied to something I

couldn’t see before lowering it to me.



“Can you lift our packs first?”
I tied both my pack and Viko’s to the end of the rope and let the guard haul

them over the wall. When the rope descended once more, I grabbed ahold and
began climbing the knots. I would never have made it to the top while I was
pregnant. At the top, the two guards seized my arms and hoisted me over the
wall. Viko joined me moments later, and I helped pull him over the
crenellations.

“Wait a moment,” the first guard said, eyeing me sideways.
I pulled my hood over my head, casting my face in shadow. “Thank you for

your help. I must be going.”
As I started toward the stairs, the second guard ran after me.
“Your Majesty,” he whispered. “They gave up on you. Said you died of the

plague, and burned a servant’s body in your place.”
“Leoth,” I breathed. That would have destroyed him. I couldn’t imagine

doing the same had I been in his place. “And the plague?”
“It’s mostly burned itself out, Your Majesty. Thousands dead, but the Drifters

kept it from spreading too much. Most of the ones who died were the same
who got poisoned from the water. And their families.”

I didn’t dare ask who had survived at the palace. “Thank you. Should we be
safe to walk through the city?”

“’Course.”
Hiding my hair beneath my cloak, I descended the steps into the city, Viko at

my heels. After so long away, the narrow streets and high walls were
disconcerting.

Though the stench of sickness had receded, incense still hung thick in the air,
and the windows of many houses in the Gilded Quarter were dark. Ash coated
the breeze, oily and sharp. All around the city, bricks were stained black from
flakes of soot from a hundred funeral pyres. Had the guard underestimated the
reach of the plague?

I wanted to sneak unnoticed into the palace, so I slipped down the street to
the servants’ gate, hoping against hope I would find a guard there to let me in.
When I peered through the bars, I recognized Zakkaro Sorgilt, his smile hidden
beneath his now-bushy beard.

“Your Majesty,” he said, his voice scratchy. “Welcome home. King Leoth
told me the truth of where you had gone.”

“And the palace?” I asked hesitantly. “How badly did the plague hit there?”
“The sickness has run its course. Many died, but it could have been far

worse.”
I swallowed. I would know the truth soon enough.



Zakkaro unlocked the gate and led me and Viko through the servants’
passageways to a set of stairs I had never climbed before.

“These lead to the hallway near the war room. Best way in if you don’t want
to be seen.”

“Thank you.”
When Viko and I emerged through a closet into the historic wing, I stood 

motionless for a moment, getting my bearings. The servants’ wing lay ahead, the 
smell of baking bread wafting from the kitchens.  It was as though I had never
left. Life in the palace went on as always.

At the Cheltish wing, the guards let me pass without question. When we
crossed the elevated walkway into the common area, I found my mother
discussing something in a low voice with Lord Gabrin and Mellicante while Cal
and Nyla helped Ilola build a tower of blocks on the floor.

I stopped in the doorway and set aside my pack. All conversation broke off as
my friends turned to stare at me.

Then I lowered my hood.
Mother shrieked and leapt to her feet. “Oh, oh, my darling!” Eyes bright with

tears, she ran to me and kissed my forehead and my cheeks, pulling me into her
arms. “And your baby? What happened to your baby?”

I shook my head.
At Mother’s shriek, footsteps had pounded up the stairs, and others began

spilling into the common area.
“Baridya!” Mellicante yelled. “You’ve got to get over here!” She and Cal were

both grinning fiercely.
Appearing from the end of the hallway, Baridya gasped when she saw me.
But I hardly noticed her. Leoth had just dashed up the stairs, his cheeks

pinched and hollow, his hair longer than ever, unkempt rather than roguishly
sloppy.

His face drained of color when he saw me. “No. Kalleah?”
He closed the distance between us in three strides and swept me into his

arms. “Cloudy gods. I don’t believe it.”
My eyes filled with tears, and I gripped the back of Leoth’s coat, desperate, as

though we would both drown if I let go.
We were both crying when we broke apart; Leoth kissed me fiercely and

wiped a tear from my cheek with his thumb. “Bloody Varse, Kalleah. Don’t you
ever leave me again.”

I shook my head. “No. I won’t.” I rubbed my eyes on my grimy sleeve,
though I was smiling through my tears.

“What have you done, Kalleah?” Mother asked. “How did you make it back



alive?”
“I’ll tell you everything,” I said. “But first, I want to hear what happened

while I was away. Is the plague under control?”
“Dakolth has nearly worked himself to death,” Mother said. “He managed to

pull together nearly ten Drifters to help with the sick.”
“Allakoash,” I said. “That’s what the Drifters call themselves.” Now that my

son was in their care, I felt duty-bound to give the Allakoash a voice in Baylore.
Mother blinked at me. “Very well. When Dakolth found out that the water

had been contaminated with both poison and disease, he ordered everyone who
had drank the water to isolate themselves. Many stayed at the hospital under
careful watch. We lost more than fifty thousand, but the plague hardly spread
beyond the families of those who first fell ill. Dakolth and his team have
contained it, and the last cases are recovering now.”

Baridya shot me a wounded look. “Deance died. We weren’t there to say
goodbye. I don’t think she wanted Dakolth spending too much time looking
after her when there were far more people in danger around the city, so she
pretended she wasn’t that sick.”

A lump rose in my throat, and I swallowed back new tears. I had never gotten
the chance to say goodbye.

“And the Whitish army?” I asked.
“Our scouts have reported no sign of illness in Twenty-League Town,”

Mother said.
“We’ve been doing our best to pretend nothing is wrong in Baylore,” Leoth

said. “If the Whitish army realized how weak we were, they would attack at
once.”

“The Whitish scouts are no longer stationed along the northern edge of the
city wall,” I said. “Do you know if that means anything?”

“Maybe they don’t think we’re likely to flee the city at this time of year,”
Mellicante said. “If we were planning to escape to King’s Port, we’d have done
it spans ago, before we were running up against winter.”

“Maybe,” I said. Or perhaps the Whitish army no longer thought we were a
threat. “And our food supplies?”

“Very low,” Mother said. “Losing fifty thousand of our citizens will help
stretch them out, but we won’t last another winter without resupply.”

“Or even another span,” Mellicante said.
“I see.” We were in the exact same position we had been in when I left, only

with fewer soldiers and fewer rations. If help didn’t come soon, we would have
to attack the Whitish army in Twenty-League Town. The odds were stacked
against us, but the alternative was starving to death.



“And what about you?” Mother asked. “Leoth pretended you had isolated
yourself to keep your child safe, but when your three companions disappeared
the same day you did, I couldn’t help but wonder. I got it out of him
eventually.”

“Then you know already. I went to the Allakoash to seek help.”
“And?”
I sighed. “They were unwilling to aid us.”
“You knew that would be the case,” Mother said. “Did you not? Why risk

everything for such a dangerous gamble?”
“Because I can’t see any other way through this war.” I was suddenly

desperate to be alone. “I need to bathe.” The news of Deance’s death and our
imminent shortage of food were too much to take right now.

“Then you must join us for dinner,” Mother said. “We ought to formally
announce your return.” She had reverted to her businesslike manner so quickly
it had thrown me off balance. Leoth, on the other hand, still looked stunned.

When I lugged my pack to the royal suite, Leoth trailed after me. The room
felt too large, too sterile, after so much time away.

As soon as we were alone, Leoth pulled me into his arms once more and
kissed me fiercely. I never wanted to leave his embrace.

“We held a funeral for you, Kalleah,” he said, voice rough. “I’d lost hope.
How the plagues are you still alive?”

I ran a finger over his hollow cheeks. It looked as though he had barely eaten
or slept since my disappearance. “I nearly did die.”

As Leoth helped me out of my dusty, sweat-stained travel clothes, I told him
everything. But I paused before mentioning our son. Instead I sank into the
steaming bath, Leoth massaging soap into my filthy hair.

After a long silence, I said, “We have a son, Leoth.”
“What?” he asked wildly. “He’s alive?”
“Yes. I named him Daymin, though the Allakoash call him Shonameeko. It

means ‘little bird.’ I couldn’t bring him back, Leoth. My milk dried up while I
was sick, so he would have starved. But he’ll be safe in the woods.”

I curled around my legs, frozen in uncertainty. Would Leoth turn on me for
this?

But he clutched my shoulders and stared at me with a shaky smile. “He’s alive
and well. I can’t believe it.” He kissed my forehead. “We have a son. Daymin. I
like that name. Where did it come from?”

I shrugged, limp with relief. Of all the worries I had wrestled with on the long
trek back to Baylore, this one—that Leoth would hate me for abandoning our
child—had cut the deepest. “I don’t know. I thought of letting the Allakoash



name him, but I think our people will have a hard time accepting a king with a
foreign name.”

Leoth smiled wryly. “That’s what you thought of? Even now, when our
chances of winning are practically nonexistent, you want to make sure our son
will be accepted as king?”

“I—”
“Kalleah, if Baylore is still ours in twenty or thirty years, when our son is

ready to inherit, I’m sure our people will accept him no matter what name he
has. He will be the son of a legend.”

“Are our chances really that bad?” I asked softly. “Has nothing changed while
I was away?”

Leoth shook his head. “Your mother trivialized the impact of the plague. It
might not have hit us as hard as the Red Plague, but it was still a blow we could
not afford to take. We lost eight thousand soldiers, including many who have
been with us all the way from Larkhaven. The sky over Baylore has turned black
with the smoke from their funeral pyres. And as Mellicante said, our supplies
won’t last more than a span. Soon we won’t have any choice. We’ll need to
make a decisive move, even if it puts us at a severe disadvantage.”

“What are you thinking?”
“We need to attack Twenty-League Town. If we can deal a crippling blow to

their army, enough to loosen their hold on Baylore, we might still have a chance
at winning this war. And if not, we can at least raid their grain stores. Stretch out
our supplies a few spans longer, in case…”

“No help is coming, Leoth.”
He ran his fingers through my sodden hair, untangling a snarl near my neck.

“I know. But at least it will delay the inevitable.”
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The Final Assault

 
fter a drawn-out dinner in the great hall, where my friends and generals and
distant relations pressed me to recount my adventures time and time again, I
was ready to collapse. I did not mention my son—after all, only a handful of

people had even known I was pregnant. They would scorn me for leaving him
behind, and I did not need that.

News came in fragments while I traded seats around the table, ensuring no
one nearby grew too sleepy, and I learned that many of the Dellgrain courtiers
who had remained locked beneath the palace had fallen ill. While most had
recovered, a handful had died, including Dennoric and his father. I did not
mourn his passing.

I glimpsed Saniya sitting between her father and Carrick near the back of the
dining hall, her gown more severe than usual, her face sallow. I did not have a
chance to speak with her, but when I asked Baridya, she told me in a whisper
that Saniya’s mother had died during the plague.

“Apparently she was sick long before then,” Baridya said softly. “No one
knows if she caught the plague or if she just wasted away while the healers were
busy elsewhere.”

I watched Saniya from afar, my heart aching for her. I knew the pain of losing
a parent. But she never looked up from her plate, never noticed my eyes on her.

As soon as Leoth and I were alone in the royal suite once more, I collapsed
on the bed, which was softer and larger than I had remembered. Joining the
court once again, with so many faces missing from the crowd, had emphasized
how thin a string our lives in Baylore dangled from. Royalty and courtiers still
dressed in their finery and dined on the best our cooks could pull together from
our dwindling supplies, because that was all they knew. In the city, shopkeepers
still opened their doors each morning, families still visited the market to pick



over the last of the fall harvest, and blacksmiths still hammered out weapons
from salvaged scrap metal. Even while death hung over the city, life went on.
My people were remarkably resilient, and we would continue to endure, to
create what life we could under the shadow of plague and siege…until one day
the last of the food ran dry and our façade of normality crumbled.

“I think the two of us need to lead the assault on Twenty-League Town,” I
said, crawling to the head of the bed and burrowing under the covers. “I want
our people to believe we can win.”

“Even though we know we can’t.”
I nodded. “We need to put everything into this. If our soldiers see us at the

head of the army, they’ll be confident. They know we wouldn’t risk our lives
unnecessarily, so they’ll think our chances of success are higher than they really
are. It might push them to keep trying even when the odds are stacked against
us.”

“And if we die?”
“My mother will take the throne, at least until our son can inherit.”
Leoth stripped off his outer clothes and slid under the covers beside me.

Even his chest felt hollowed out, his ribs protruding.
“I still can’t believe you’re alive,” he murmured, running a hand through my

hair and down my back. I shivered and nestled in closer to him. “I don’t want to
lose you ever again.”

“Me neither.”
“Can I stay here for a bit? I’m still wide awake.”
“I’m not,” I said. “I’ll be asleep in minutes. You’d better be careful.”
“I will.”
Just this once, I let my guard down completely and allowed myself to fall

asleep in Leoth’s arms. I could not have stayed awake if I had tried.
Partway through the night, my eyes flew open as I realized what I had done,

but Leoth had crept away to his own bed. He was safe.
 

* * *
 
In the morning, we set about making arrangements for our last, desperate strike
on Twenty-League Town. Dakolth had returned so late I hadn’t been able to
greet him, but I saw him at breakfast, his face grey and haggard.

“Kalleah!” He gripped my hand weakly. “I feared you might never return.”
“So did I. But the tribe that took care of me was very kind, and being able to

speak their language helped immensely.”
“Are they—”



“No. They’re not coming. It was all for nothing.”
Dakolth gave my hand another squeeze before dropping back into his chair.

“And—” His eyes flickered down to my stomach.
I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I have a son. I named him Daymin, but the

tribe I stayed with is calling him Shonameeko.”
Dakolth smiled, some of the exhaustion lifting from his face. “I would never

have thought it. The heir of Itrea living with the Allakoash.”
“And you? I heard yesterday that the plague is under control. But it looks as

though you haven’t slept since I left Baylore.”
Dakolth shook his head. “Under control, yes. Gone, no. We haven’t seen any

new cases in five days, but every Allakoash in Baylore is fighting to keep those
who are ill alive. At least the water is clean. We tested it last quarter, and the
taint has long since washed away.”

“Can we relocate everyone who is ill to the public hospital near the council
buildings?”

“We’ve already done that. Some families were reluctant to let their sick
relatives out of their sight, but the whole city has come to trust my team more
than I expected. When we said they had the choice to send their relatives to the
hospital and receive treatment or leave them to die at home, most did not
argue.”

“Very good,” I said. “And if you can spare someone, we need to check every
house to make sure the infection doesn’t linger anywhere.”

“A Dark Potioneer could do a better job of that.”
“Oh, that’s perfect.” I didn’t want to stretch Dakolth any further; he looked

as though he might crumble to ash at the faintest breath of wind.
When Leoth and I left Dakolth to his breakfast, we went around the palace

taking stock of what had happened in my absence. The Makhori living in the
Darden wing had been untouched by the plague, and had continued training for
battle in the absence of any instructions to the contrary.

“We’ve developed a draught to increase stamina, Your Majesty,” a Potioneer
announced with pride. “It was inspired by your magic, as it happens. It will help
your soldiers fight without tiring themselves for many hours.”

“Are there any side effects?”
“Erm. It can cause collapse if it wears off unexpectedly, and if the drinker has

pushed themself too far. Nothing dangerous, mind—”
“Though it wouldn’t help us much if our soldiers started dropping like flies

on the battlefield,” Leoth said, his mouth twitching.
“No, no, of course not. But the effects can last up to five hours, so your

soldiers will just need to take another sip to prolong that.”



“Until they really do drop dead?” Leoth asked, amused.
The Potioneer reddened. “No, I don’t think that would happen. Not that

we’ve tested it to that extreme, of course, but I doubt it will put the lives of its
users at risk.”

“How many soldiers can we distribute it to?” I asked brusquely.
“The full army, most likely, Your Majesty. It’s easy to make in large batches,

and the ingredients aren’t hard to come by.”
“Very well. Then I want a test batch ready two days from now so our army

can practice fighting under the influence of your draught.”
The Minstrels had made no breakthroughs since my departure, and the

conspicuous absence of Deance among them tore at my heart. I hastened away
as soon as possible.

Atop the Forest wing, in the enclosed rooftop garden where the Cloudmages
often worked, I found Cal and Nyla training hard with thirty other
Flamespinners. They had improved vastly since I had last watched them work.
Taking turns, the Flamespinners demonstrated how each could hit a target thirty
paces away with a tidy, controlled burst of flame. Gone were the out-of-control
fireballs I had seen when they first started training; now they could accomplish
far more with far less fuss.

“Well done, everyone!” I said, clapping as the last Flamespinner finished her
test.

Cal whirled. Caught up in teaching, he didn’t seem to have noticed my arrival.
“What’s happening now?” he asked, striding toward us. He was sixteen now,

with a presence and an air of command to him that I had not seen when I left
Baylore.

“We’re preparing for a direct attack on Twenty-League Town.”
The Flamespinners around us had been whispering amongst themselves, but

they fell silent at my words.
“You’re among the first to know. I’m very impressed with your progress

these past few spans, and I know I can rely on you in the coming battle. In fact,
your work will be more important than anyone’s. You can bring down fully
armored soldiers, and you can set Twenty-League Town on fire from a distance.
I want you training with my army so you get used to working amongst them,
and I want you near the front lines. But you must hold back enough to avoid
direct fighting. You must also practice commanding fire in a subtle way, because
as soon as the Whitish army realizes what you are doing, their archers will target
you.”

Cal nodded along as I spoke. “We can do that.” Several other Flamespinners
voiced their agreement.



“It will be a tricky balance,” Leoth said. “But I think if anything is going to
turn the battle in our favor, it will be you.”

Cal saluted, his mouth working as though he fought to hide a grin.
From there, we ventured to the rooms under the roof of the historic wing,

where the Weavers had set up their workshop.
“I’ve saved the best for last,” Leoth said.
“What do you mean? Have they invented something new?”
He merely smiled.
The Weavers inside the old sitting-room scrambled to their feet when I

entered. The room was a mess, scattered with bits of weaponry and armor and
cloth and who knew what else, each of the twenty-odd Weavers chipping away
at a different project. This represented a very small fraction of the Weavers
employed by our army; most had returned to their homes in the Market District,
where they worked tirelessly to produce the enchanted items we commissioned.
The air was thick with the smell of dust and metal.

“Your Majesty!” one of the Weavers from Baylore University called out. “We
heard rumors you had returned, but I’m fairly certain I saw your body on a
funeral pyre just days ago…”

“That was a ruse,” Leoth said. “Queen Kalleah left the city in search of allies,
but we didn’t want to admit that in case the Whitish learned and sent soldiers
after her.”

“I’m very much alive,” I said, smiling when the Weavers applauded. “Now,
Leoth said you’ve developed something new. I’m intrigued.”

“Two things, Your Majesty,” said the Weaver from the University. He picked
up what looked like a small ball of rope and a sword and brought them both
forward for us to inspect. “Do you remember how we were working on a sword
that could slice cleanly through steel?”

“Of course.”
“We had a breakthrough about a span ago. It was very labor-intensive to

forge and enchant the first swords we designed, but we recently came up with a
shortcut.” He laid the unsheathed sword in my hands. “This can chop through
Whitish armor in a few strokes—one if you put enough force behind the blow.”

Another Weaver brought up a tube of battered armor filled with padding and
attached to the end of a broom—it might have once been a vambrace, but it was
so badly dented and misshapen I couldn’t tell.

“Take a swing, Your Majesty.”
I fell back into a defensive stance and lifted the sword, while the Weaver with

the broom handle mirrored me, holding out her padded section of armor in
place of a sword. It felt odd to hold a sword again; I hadn’t lifted one in spans,



and the long-practiced stance felt unfamiliar.
With every eye in the room fixed on me, I swung the sword in a great sweep

and slammed it into the section of armor.
My sword went right through. It caught on the padding underneath, and I had

to rock the blade back and forth to wrench it free with a rasp of metal.
I turned to Leoth, wide-eyed, and saw him grinning.
“And I’d imagine it would go right through their wooden shields as well,” he

said.
“Exactly.”
“That’s amazing,” I said. “How many do you think you can forge in the next

quarter?”
The Weaver took the sword back, looking slightly deflated. “Ten days, Your

Majesty? Is that all we have?”
“We need to attack Twenty-League Town before we start running out of

rations. The longer we wait, the weaker we’ll be.”
He nodded, turning the sword over in his hand. “I imagine we can finish at

least a thousand of these. Possibly more.”
That was hardly enough. But if we put these swords in the hands of the right

people, it might tip things in our favor.
“And the other invention you’ve been working on?” Leoth said.
I had nearly forgotten.
“Of course.” The Weaver set aside the sword and held out the bundle of

rope.
“What is this?” I asked, taking it and peering at it. The rope was knotted

together at even intersections, rocks tied to the ends of a few cords. It seemed
almost like a fishing net, though I couldn’t fathom why we would need anything
of the sort.

“Would you mind demonstrating?” he asked the woman who still held the
dented vambrace.

She rolled her eyes. “Why is it always me?” Setting aside the broom handle,
she stepped into a cleared space near the side of the room.

The first Weaver took the bundle of rope from my hands and tossed it at her.
When the whole mess hit her gently in the shoulder, I thought for a moment he
had missed.

Then the bundle unfurled as fast as a bird spreading its wings, the net flying
over the woman and forcing her to her knees. The rocks tied all around the
edges rattled until they struck the floor with a thud, and when she struggled and
pulled against them, they did not give.

“These are much easier to produce than the swords,” the Weaver said with



satisfaction. “You can see how they would give us an advantage.”
“Definitely.” I was very impressed.
“Okay, can you let me up now?” said the Weaver trapped within the net. Her

silver hair fell about her face in disarray, and she had curled into a defeated ball.
The first Weaver reached for the top of the net, where a single rock with a

hole through the middle had been threaded onto a rope. Fist closing around the
rock, he gave it a firm yank upward. The enchantment seemed to break at once
—the other rocks popped free of the ground, no longer strong enough to drag a
person down.

“Just think how much those would help in an assault on the city wall,” Leoth
said. “We’d simply drop them on anyone who tried to climb ladders or batter
our gates.”

“It’s amazing,” I said. “But it would probably only work once. The Whitish
army will surely figure out how to release the enchantment before long.”

The Weaver smiled and held up his hand to reveal a small metal disc strapped
onto his palm. “This is the key. Only these can release the enchantment.”

As we started back toward the Cheltish wing, I thought of all the advantages
we now had over the Whitish army. Our Flamespinners could now attack from
thirty paces away, setting fire to buildings and siege ladders and armored
soldiers, while our Potioneers could further throw the enemy ranks into disarray
with their few remaining explosives. When the fighting got closer, we could
overcome the Whitish soldiers’ armor—their main advantage in open battle—
with the enchanted swords, all the while trapping men beneath nets to further
incapacitate their ranks.

Maybe we really did have a chance this time. If we could catch the Whitish
army unawares and set fire to Twenty-League Town while they slept, we might
be able to overwhelm our enemies even without help. I had to cling to that
small hope.

 
* * *

 
Over the next seven days, the whole city threw itself into preparing. The walls
were reinforced further still, evacuation procedures fine-tuned, and civilians
given weapons and training on how to hold back the Whitish if they defeated
our entire army and came for Baylore.

Every free space was given over to military exercises, and my generals took
turns working with different groups to make sure each knew how to work in
coordination with the rest of the army. My Makhori soldiers were now mixed in
with the rest of my army, learning to work in tandem with the swordfighters and



archers. Each group took a turn practicing with help from the stamina-boosting
potion, and the difference it made was remarkable. We had just over twenty
thousand soldiers—if we proved ourselves equal to the Whitish, it would be a
close battle. Any advantage could mean the difference between victory and
defeat.

Since Leoth and I would lead the charge, we trained constantly, sparring with
each other, with our generals, and with every soldier who rose above their
fellows. We each wore a suit of Whitish armor salvaged from those who had
died in the first assault on our gates, and we had to learn a completely new style
of fighting now we were working around the restrictions of the heavy, clumsy
metal. I would have preferred to fight in the Weaver-reinforced clothing I was
accustomed to, but Leoth and Mother both insisted our priority should be
staying safe, not fighting well. Our reinforced coats simply didn’t hold up
against the brutal Whitish weapons designed for splitting open armor.

With help from our scouts, we mapped out our battle strategy based on the
layout of the rebuilt Twenty-League Town. The grain stores lay in the center of
town, and we cautioned our Flamespinners to leave the buildings on either side
untouched. We could not risk losing such precious supplies.

We would approach at night, as quietly as possible, and set fire to as much of
the town as we could before the Whitish army raised an alarm. If we moved
swiftly, we might kill half the soldiers in their beds. This was our best chance at
defeating our enemies. We had made no move against the Whitish in spans, so
they had no reason to expect an attack now. Their guard would be down. With
soldiers stationed along the full length of our wall, we knew no spies could reach
Twenty-League Town to warn our enemies in advance.

Once the town was ablaze, we would fight our way down the main road, past
any soldiers who managed to oppose us. If the Whitish army was weak enough,
we would scatter their defenses and capture the whole of Twenty-League Town.
And if not, we would hold them back long enough to raid the grain stores and
retreat to Baylore.

Only one thousand soldiers would remain behind to guard Baylore. That was
hardly enough to keep the Whitish army at bay, but I planned to station them
around the perimeter of the wall, with a few backups near the front gate, to give
the impression of a robust defense system.

Two Riders bonded with birds had joined our cause while I had been away,
and they took turns scouting from the skies and foraging for enough fish and
small game to feed their mounts. One rode an enormous hawk, the other a
crow, and they had heeded my call for aid when our messengers encountered
them on their way to King’s Port. Flying high enough to escape arrows, they



could drop explosives and bottles of colored smoke on the Whitish troops from
high above, scattering and confusing our enemies if they managed to form a
solid defense. The birds couldn’t fly for more than an hour at a time while
carrying their Riders, so I kept them scouting close to the city, keeping an eye on
the movement of Whitish troops as they trained, built new siege ladders, and
harvested the last of their failing crops.

When watching the Riders one day from the rooftop courtyard, I saw the
giant hawk swoop down on something just beyond the wall. As it rose into the
air, I caught a glint of metal in the sunlight—it was holding a fully armored
Whitish soldier in its talons. The hawk flew away from Baylore, receding in the
distance until it looked small enough to pass for an ordinary hawk, and finally it
released the soldier to plummet hundreds of paces to the ground.

That would explain why I had encountered no scouts when I returned to
Baylore.

As our final attack drew near, the palace kitchens began rationing our meals,
often serving watery soups that would fill us without using as many ingredients.
Our stores were supplemented by an unexpectedly successful harvest of
squashes grown in the marshy slums; even so, these would buy us another
quarter at most.

The market continued as always, and as we began cutting daily grain rations,
more and more civilians came forward to volunteer at the forges or in the army,
desperate to earn more tokens to supplement their meager staples. We accepted
their help, though it would do little good this close to the attack. If our entire
army died on the field, at least we had the beginnings of a new force to replace
it.

On a cool day when the sun hid behind steely clouds, I was startled when one
of the Riders strode into the Cheltish common area by way of the inside
hallway. I had been going over diagrams of troop movements mapped alongside
the buildings of Twenty-League Town, and had not expected to see the Riders
for another day or two.

This Rider was a woman of perhaps forty-five with grey streaks through her
hair, though she looked as lithe and strong as any youth. She wore close-fitting
leather clothes and kept her hair short, likely to keep it from tangling in the wind
of her crow’s flight.

“Your Majesty.”
“How did you get in here?”
She shrugged. “I landed on the roof. I usually head for the Forest wing, but I

need to speak with you urgently, Your Majesty.”
I set aside the diagrams and stood. “What is it?”



“I couldn’t see much, because they were too far away, but I spotted two
columns marching toward Baylore.”

My heart leapt into my throat. “Have they come to help us?”
“Your Majesty, one column wore silver armor. The closer one didn’t seem to

have any sort of armor or uniform.”
“Cloudy gods help us,” I whispered. The soldiers in silver armor weren’t our

allies at all. They were Whitish reinforcements.
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ow far away?” I asked hoarsely.

“The column in silver armor is approaching Pelek, so just a few days
from Twenty-League Town, I’d guess. The other column is heading

north from Embrill. They’re maybe a day or two away.”
“Could you tell how many there were?”
“Sorry, Your Majesty. I have no idea. But the armored soldiers were pushing

wooden siege towers.”
“Bloody Varse.”
After the Rider left, I dashed off in search of Leoth. When I found him

working with a mixed army of Makhori and non-Makhori soldiers in the
ballroom, he stared at my wild-eyed expression, my hair escaping my braid.

He clomped over in his armor and whispered, “What is it?”
“Whitish reinforcements are on their way,” I gasped. “A Rider just spotted

them, along with another column without uniforms a day or two ahead of them.
Plagues, they could even be refugees. I have no idea.”

“Varse.” Leoth pulled off his helmet and wiped sweaty hair off his forehead.
“We’re done for. And the fact that both armies are arriving so close together
makes me think they’re working together.”

“They’re coming from different directions, though,” I said. “Maybe they’re
just trying to reach Baylore before the first snows.”

“Let’s not count on that. Any idea of numbers?”
“No. But it sounds like they have siege towers.”
With a curse, Leoth threw his helmet at the wall. The soldiers around us

abandoned their practice and turned to stare at us.
“Change of plans,” I said. “We’ll attack Twenty-League Town just before

dawn tomorrow morning.”



An uproar greeted my words. Some of the soldiers shouted out questions,
while others cheered, eager to put their training into action at long last. We had
been training for many spans now, and I knew my army felt as trapped and
useless as I did while we hid behind the city wall. No matter the odds, we
wanted to fight.

“You can’t just—” Leoth began.
“Meet in the main square in three hours for your final orders.” I lowered my

voice. “Can you come with me?”
Retrieving his helmet, Leoth clunked after me to the Cheltish wing. My mind

spun with diagrams and swordstrokes and battle tactics, so I didn’t speak until
we were alone in our royal suite and Leoth began taking off his armor.

“I’m glad Daymin is safe in the Wandering Woods,” I said. If our son had
been here, helpless without our care, I wasn’t sure I would be able to lead our
army.

Leoth didn’t seem to be listening. “I don’t know if this is wise. If both
approaching armies are Whitish, we could find ourselves surrounded, with no
way to retreat. They would pick us off one by one. And we have no idea how
many there are. There could be thousands. The Whitish army could more than
double its force.”

I sank onto the end of the bed. “I don’t think the first column is Whitish.
They might be our allies. Why else wouldn’t they wear uniforms?”

“To confuse us?”
I shook my head. “They don’t know we have Riders scouting from the air.

They have no reason to hide who they are. And they’re marching north from
Embrill, which makes me think they’ve landed at King’s Port.”

Leoth kicked off his boots and stomped over to the window. “It would help
if the Rider gave us some idea of numbers. It’s hard to make judgments without
knowing what to expect. Our allies could number in the hundreds and our
enemies in the thousands, for all we know.”

“I’ll ask her to keep an eye on them until sundown. Maybe she can guess if
she has more time to watch them.”

Leoth nodded curtly. “And what if we manage to defeat the Whitish forces
currently stationed in Twenty-League Town, taking heavy losses, only to see
them replaced by an equally deadly force? With siege towers?”

“Then they’ll break through our walls or we’ll die of starvation,” I snapped.
“Either way, we don’t have much longer. If we can’t beat the army in Twenty-
League Town, we’ve lost. They’ll easily breach our walls with siege towers and
thousands of reinforcements. We have to try.”

Leoth sighed. He was still facing the window, so I couldn’t see his face. “I just



wonder if it’s time to surrender. High King Warrow is evidently committed to
conquering Itrea at any cost, and we don’t have the resources to stand up
against that sort of campaign.”

“Leoth! You can’t be serious!”
“I don’t know any longer. Is it better to surrender now, while we can still save

hundreds of thousands of lives, or to push our forces to the brink when we
know we’ll lose either way?”

“And what would happen if we did surrender?” I asked flatly. “The high king
would execute all soldiers and Makhori who didn’t manage to escape. I would be
the first to die. I’m exactly what the Whitish hate most—a demon. A heretic. A
woman. And those who did escape—where would they go? Would they hide in
villages and wait until the Whitish came after them? Would they set sail in search
of some new sanctuary, a land that doesn’t exist? What’s the point of
surrendering if it leads to more suffering than a fight to the death?”

Leoth leaned his forehead against the glass. “You’re my queen. I’ll do
whatever you say. But I’m no longer certain this is right.”

I did not want to argue any further, not on the eve of battle, so I spun on my
heel and ordered guards to spread the word around Baylore. All soldiers were to
report to the main square in three hours’ time for orders.

Was I making a mistake? Leoth’s doubts had eroded my confidence. I had
never considered surrendering, because the consequences had seemed worse
than death, but were they? Was I right to sacrifice my entire nation to protect
my Makhori citizens, or should I think in numbers alone? Should we Makhori
willingly hand ourselves over to the Whitish army in exchange for the lives of
the majority?

But that would undermine the whole reason for Itrea’s existence. Our
ancestors had founded this country as a refuge for the magic races who fled the
Kinship Thrones. If we abandoned them now, we would be no better than the
Whitish.

I sought out Mellicante and Baridya, desperate to hear I hadn’t lost sight of
the truth in my single-minded militarism.

“Leoth thinks we should surrender,” I said glumly when Mellicante and
Baridya invited me into their room. “Am I mad to try this one last attack on
Twenty-League Town?”

“Why does he want us to surrender?” Baridya asked in surprise. “He’s always
talked about standing strong until the end.”

“Well, maybe this is the end. Maybe I’m being selfish, protecting my own
interests as a Makhori over the true interests of my people.”

Mellicante pursed her lips. “No. I don’t think that’s true. In fact, Leoth could



be doing the opposite—trying to sabotage the Makhori because he still feels
unworthy. He might act confident, but his head is a mess sometimes.”

“What do you think?” I asked Baridya.
She shrugged. “I don’t know what Leoth is on about, but we can’t give up

now. I might not be a Makhori, but I’m not willing to live under Whitish rule.
It’s not just the magic races that will suffer if we surrender.”

“That’s good.” I was glad to have their support, even if the doubts Leoth had
planted in me did not recede. “Are you ready to fight?”

“Honestly, it will be a treat after so much time stuck in this city,” Mellicante
said.

“You only got back from the Wandering Woods a few quarters ago!”
“And those few quarters have tipped me over the edge. I’m about ready to

sneak into Twenty-League Town myself and start stabbing soldiers in their
sleep.”

I laughed shortly. “You’ll love this, then.”
 

* * *
 
Three hours later, I emerged from the palace, Leoth at my side, my stomach
twisting with nerves. A sea of soldiers waited before us, a third dressed in our
dark blue uniform, the others wearing ordinary garb. Silver-haired Weavers
stood in a clump near the cathedral, and Cal had found a place at the front with
Nyla and the other Flamespinners. This time we could not keep our Makhori
out of the fight. A few would remain behind to guard the city if our forces
outside fell—including half the Flamespinners—but the rest would fight with
the main body of the army.

The Rider had not been able to make another long flight over the plains
without overtiring her crow, but when I pressed her, she guessed each column
to be at least several thousand strong, with the Whitish army larger than the
other force.

I swallowed. Standing before my army, thousands of men and women who
had spent the last half-year training for this battle, I no longer knew what to say.
Leoth’s doubts had shaken me. Was I too bloodthirsty? Had I lost sight of what
was best for my people in my quest for revenge against the Whitish?

“You know why you are here,” I began at last. I did not shout, but the crowd
was silent, watchful, so my voice carried through the square. “Whitish
reinforcements are on their way, so we have one small window to defeat the
forces in Twenty-League Town before we are crushed.

“I have watched you train. You are strong and skillful and adept at working



together. This is our last chance, and I am confident we can win. We will lead
our army to the greatest victory Itrea has ever known!”

A roar rose from the watching crowd. Whether or not they believed my bold
words, they clung to them. We needed to trust in ourselves, to throw everything
into this final assault, if we were to have any chance of defeating the Whitish.

“This will be our first time moving together on an open field of battle. You
will fight alongside those you have trained with, and your captain will give
orders. Don’t allow the scale to intimidate you. It’s just another practice match,
another—another Minstrel’s story.” I had to swallow as grief for Deance rose
up to choke me.

“I know we can defeat the Whitish. They might have better armor than us,
and stronger weapons, but we’re fighting for our lives. For our freedom. And
we have magic. Magic that we’ve honed over these past spans to a deadly
precision. We will rain fire on them with the strength of gods.”

Another cheer rose from the thousands before me, and it was not just the
Makhori who added their voices to the roar. I hoped this meant the prejudices
the Truthbringers had brought to Itrea were behind us at last. My people were
ready to embrace the magic races again.

“We will march through the night, and just before dawn, we will attack. Go
now and prepare, and at midnight, the gates will open once more.”

Leoth and I retreated into the palace with applause filling the square behind
us. I wanted to ask if he still thought I was making a mistake, but we were
surrounded by courtiers and friends. I avoided his eyes.

As evening approached, we scrambled to ready our city and our army. The
Riders would be responsible for dealing with the Whitish scouts and small
contingent of archers that had remained outside our city gates for spans now, so
I ordered them to rest until they were needed. The layer of clouds had not lifted;
it would be a dark night.

Dellik answered my summons before dinner, sweaty-faced and disheveled. It
looked as though she had been singlehandedly organizing my entire army.

“Dellik,” I said, waving for her to take a seat in the common area. “You are
my most competent general. I know this isn’t what you wanted to hear, but—I
would like you to stay behind and organize the defense of Baylore.”

“Your Majesty.” She did not sit. Instead she crossed her arms over her chest,
mouth set in a grim line.

I lowered my voice. “I don’t want to cause panic among my soldiers, but
there are two more forces on their way right now. One is made up of Whitish
reinforcements, and we don’t know who the others are. We need to attack
Twenty-League Town before they arrive, or the Whitish army will crush us, but



no matter what happens, I think the fight will come to Baylore. You will be
working with a very small defensive force, so I need someone extremely skilled
and capable to make the most of the soldiers we have left. We hope to whittle
down our enemies before they outnumber us too greatly, but the real fight will
be here.”

Dellik nodded brusquely.
“Arm every civilian who is willing to help. Everyone else must be evacuated

to the palace or the cathedral. And if the gates fall, use the barricades to hold off
the army long enough to pull our soldiers back to the palace. You can make
your final stand there. If the Whitish army overwhelms the city, we need to
evacuate our Makhori population over the back wall while the soldiers are
distracted. The rest of our civilians might live peacefully under Whitish rule, so
they can stay behind if they wish. I hope the Whitish army will be too busy
securing their victory to pursue the Makhori.”

“You make it sound as though you won’t survive the coming battle, Your
Majesty.”

“I don’t count on surviving, no. We’ve never faced the Whitish army like this
before, and they are still far better equipped than we are. The reinforcements
might even cut around us and march straight up to the gates before we know
they’re here.”

“Then why not wait inside the city, behind our reinforced gates, until the
Whitish army comes to us? Small forces have defeated much larger armies in
siege.”

I stood and gathered the diagrams and inventories I had been studying.
“Because we are almost out of rations. If we can’t defeat the Whitish army in
Twenty-League Town, we have less than two quarters left before our food is
gone.”
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s midnight approached, Leoth and I dressed in silence. We tugged on
arming doublets with straps to secure the plate armor, followed by leather
Weavers’ boots that would dull our sense of pain. Our friends would have

to help us with the plate itself, as our movements were restricted once it began
weighing us down. I braided my hair and pinned it into a knot behind my head,
where it would fit beneath my helmet and prevent an enemy from grabbing it,
and Leoth tied his shaggy hair back with a strip of leather.

On his way out to the common area to finish donning his armor, Leoth
paused in the bedroom doorway.

“I was wrong,” he said softly. “If we surrendered, it would destroy our
people.”

“Are you just saying that to make me feel better?”
“No.” He closed the door again. “My mother found me earlier today and

tried to talk me out of doing this, and she said—” He took a deep breath. “She
said I was an abomination, and had no right to put myself before ordinary
citizens when I shouldn’t exist in the first place. She said it was selfish and cruel
to throw away lives that would be protected under Whitish rule.”

“And that made you change your mind?” I asked wryly.
“It reminded me why this matters so much. I’d gone back to thinking the way

my parents had taught me—that I’m worthless, so I don’t deserve anything
except death. But it’s not just about me. The other Makhori in Baylore are in
danger as well, and they’re not worthless. We need to fight for them. Seeing the
crowd outside the palace, thousands of ordinary citizens ready to throw their lot
in with you…it reminded me that this is about more than just one magic race.
This is about preserving the freedom of Itrea.”

I crossed the room and slid my arms around Leoth’s waist, crushing him in a



hug. “You’re not worthless. Don’t ever listen to your mother again.”
“It’s been drilled into me for so long, I don’t know how to stop thinking that

way.” Leoth put a hand on my cheek and kissed me fiercely. “I love you,
Kalleah. Take care of yourself. I don’t want to lose you again.”

 
* * *

 
As Mellicante helped strap on my armor, I ran through our preparations one last
time, sweat already clinging to my undergarments. This would be more
dangerous than any battle I had ever fought, and my friends knew it. All were
quiet as they strapped on swords and checked their Weavers’ garb. Cal’s face
was paler than usual; he would be leading the Flamespinners, and their part in
the battle was crucial. Our success or failure rested heavily on his shoulders. He
kept fussing with his uniform, smoothing the creases and tucking his reinforced
trousers into his boots, helmet under one arm.

This battle would decide the fate of Baylore. If we rooted the Whitish army
out of Twenty-League Town, we might stand a chance of holding out against
the reinforcements. And if we lost…no amount of raided supplies would save
us from our approaching doom. With thousands of fresh troops and siege
towers on the way, the Whitish army did not need to wait for us to starve. They
could march on Baylore and destroy us.

Little by little, my armor came together, weighing me down, trapping my
sweat under layers of metal and cloth. Last of all, Mellicante strapped my sword
at my waist. On my right side hung a pouch with a Potioneer’s explosive in a
bottle. I had to throw it at the start of the battle or risk blowing myself up if
something collided with me and broke the glass.

When Mellicante stepped back, I gave her a nod. Collecting my gauntlets and
helmet, I led the way through the elevated corridor to the main palace. As I
walked, my armor clanking, soldiers emerged from each hall we passed and fell
into line behind us. Our army had recovered nearly twenty suits of armor from
the Whitish army, and we had painted the breastplates and helmets dark blue to
distinguish ourselves from their sea of silver. Each general who joined us wore a
set of armor; together we made an imposing sight.

Outside the palace, the main square was brightly lit with twice as many
lanterns as usual. Townspeople bustled around, collecting the makeshift
weapons we had reserved for defending the city and taking instructions from
Dellik’s guards, while soldiers farewelled their loved ones before jogging toward
the city gates.

We walked as fast as we could in our armor. Market Street shone with light as



well, every window glowing, many soldiers wearing Weavers’ crystals around
their necks. The townspeople cheered as I passed, hanging from upstairs
windows, children banging pots and playing clumsy tunes on miniature horns.

When we reached the city gates, which still stood closed, the two Riders
swooped down to land atop the wall. The woman dismounted from her crow
and bowed.

“All clear, Your Majesty. We’ve dealt with the force outside the city.”
“Very good. How long will it take you to fly to Twenty-League Town?”
“Thirty minutes, perhaps.”
“Rest here, then, until we are near. When the first light of dawn arrives, fly to

our aid. Don’t pass over Twenty-League Town until we begin our attack. We
can’t risk giving ourselves away.”

She and the man atop the hawk saluted.
The Weavers’ metal grate had been removed earlier that night, and it stood to

the side, ready to be attached at a moment’s notice if the Whitish army
approached. I gave a shout, and the gates swung open with a groan.

Nothing lay between us and the endless grasslands. I started forward, recalling
the first time I had slipped through Baylore’s gates to run in the strip of empty
land just outside the city. I had been so young and naïve back then; the
oppressive palace and tight streets had seemed a terrible burden. I had been
desperate to escape.

Now those same streets had become a sanctuary, a beacon of independence
amidst the war-torn Itrean countryside, and I felt like a traitor to turn my back
on the city. But at least we were fighting. I would much rather die on the
battlefield than wither away and starve behind the safety of these walls.

The wind brushed over us as we started up the road. We carried no torches;
the only light guiding us came from the soft glow of the Weavers’ crystals
around our necks. Leoth wore one, while I did not. Now that I was out in the
open, moving, the weight of the armor did not seem so stifling. I drew strength
from every soldier nearby as I walked, until I felt I could run for days, even
beneath the heavy plate. I could not afford to tire my friends, so I moved
through the army as I walked, falling into step beside each general for a brief
time.

It was a long walk to Twenty-League Town—though at least it was only five
leagues rather than twenty, despite its name—so we marched for hours. From
time to time, the moon cast a pale glow through a thinner patch of clouds, but
the stars never emerged. The Cloudmages were marching with our army; unable
to manipulate the weather to our advantage, they had wanted to do their part.
Even the majority of our Weavers had joined us.



I did not like putting my most valuable Makhori at risk, but they had insisted.
If we lost this battle, it would only be a matter of days before Baylore fell. The
Makhori would face death under the Whitish High King; I could understand
why they were willing to throw their lives away in this desperate battle.
Everything rested on this.

At last, when we had been walking for nearly six hours, I circled back to the
front of the column. Leoth and Cal were marching ahead of the army, with
Mellicante, Baridya, and Viko just behind.

“Are you ready?” I asked.
“We have to be,” Mellicante said.
Cal glanced sideways at me. “I feel like I’m going to ruin this. You shouldn’t

have put me in charge.”
“You’re a natural leader, and you did beautifully in our last battle. Don’t

worry. Even if something goes wrong this time, it won’t be your fault.”
The knot in his throat bobbed as he swallowed.
“I think I can see Twenty-League Town,” Leoth said hoarsely.
I slowed. He was right—far in the distance, a faint glow interrupted the dark

farmland. Adrenaline surged through me, and the back of my neck erupted in
goose pimples.

“You know what to do,” I told Cal. “Don’t let anyone see you.”
Cal broke away from the head of the column, the other Flamespinners

following him. While the rest of the army continued forward more cautiously,
the Flamespinners darted into the fields on either side of the road, cutting a
wide circle around the outskirts of Twenty-League Town.

Closer still, the sky began to turn grey, though sunrise was still far off.
We slowed until we were hardly moving. In the dim light, I could make out

the details of individual houses now, but for some reason I could see no guards
outside the town. Had the Whitish army put their faith in the scouts stationed
outside Baylore, the ones our Riders had done away with? Something seemed
wrong.

But it was too late to turn back. Our Flamespinners would begin their attack 
any moment now.  

Our column stopped five hundred paces outside the rebuilt town, waiting, not
wanting to give any sign of our approach. If the Flamespinners worked quickly
and stealthily, we could eliminate half of the Whitish army before they managed
to summon up a defense.

I slid my helmet into place, trapping sweat in my hair. Though the air was
cold, my heavy suit of armor allowed none of the chill to pass through, instead
holding in the heat of exertion from our long march. I was sweltering, unable to



escape the heat and sweat.
Through the narrow slit in my helmet, I scanned the edge of town, trying to

pick out the silhouettes of our Flamespinners in the dying fields. Behind me,
whispers and slight movement rustled through my army like wind.

Then, with a distant whoosh, flames burst to life atop the roof of a large inn.
Sizzling and crackling, the flames spread in every direction, engulfing the roof
and racing down the wood supports.

It was the signal the other Flamespinners had been waiting for. On both sides
of Twenty-League Town, one building after another caught fire, great billows of
flame searing through the darkness and curling across thatch roofs like molten
glass. I hoped the Flamespinners were staying well away from the grain stores;
from here I could not see past the first row of structures.

“Forward!” I called softly. Unsheathing my sword, I began marching once
more toward Twenty-League Town, hoping to close the final distance before
the Whitish army could muster a defense.

From behind, I heard a flapping of wings. Glancing over my shoulder, my
vision still narrowed by my helmet, I glimpsed the two Riders flying toward us,
each bird clutching something in its talons.

We were now two hundred paces from Twenty-League Town. The birds
passed over our column and flew above the roofs of Twenty-League Town,
where they released the bundles they had been carrying. The Potioneers’ bottles
hurtled down to smash on the roofs of the nearest buildings, where they
exploded in showers of sparks and debris.

Then the crow let out a loud caw and wheeled around. Seconds later, a
curtain of arrows flew into the air from behind the closest building, whistling as
they rose into the darkness. One must have hit the crow’s wing, because it gave
another caw, its flapping suddenly uneven.

I heard another series of thwaps as more arrows flew, though I could not see
where these were headed.

Then, from somewhere in the field to our left, a woman screamed.
Our Flamespinners were in danger.
I broke into a run, closing the final hundred paces to Twenty-League Town,

my armor clanking with each step. My soldiers charged after me.
As we descended on the town, heat from the burning buildings on either side

of the road engulfed us, searing my eyes through the slit in my helmet. But for
some reason, I heard no screams from within. No pounding footsteps as
soldiers tried to flee the inferno.

Something was very wrong. But I had already committed.
“Draw weapons!” I shouted as I charged past the first two buildings.



The rasp of swords answered me, but it was soon drowned out by the crackle
and hiss of flames. Heat billowed from the twin infernos, seeping through every
crack in my armor, and sweat beaded on my forehead, itching as it trickled down
my temples.

When I rounded the end of the inn on my left, I stumbled in shock, my
sword arm dropping limply to my side.

Dozens upon dozens of Whitish soldiers stood in tidy ranks between the inn
and the shop behind it. Fully armored, weapons drawn, they looked as though
they had been waiting for us.

We had been betrayed.
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Trumpets at Dawn

 
didn’t have time to think, because a flight of arrows snapped their way toward
us. I flinched as one glanced off my breastplate, and behind me, someone
roared in pain.
I had just opened my mouth to call for retreat when the keening note of a

battle horn rose over the Whitish army. As one, they began marching toward us,
spears and shields forming a bristling wall in front, archers behind, swordsmen
at back.

“Stand your ground!” I shouted. The heat billowing off the buildings on
either side of us was growing more intense by the second—we would need to
push our way forward soon or risk collapsing. Already I knew we had no chance
of defeating the Whitish army here. We had to put everything into forcing the
enemy back far enough to raid their stores; even that would be nearly
impossible.

Tightening my grip on my sword, I fumbled at the pouch by my side with the
other hand. I couldn’t plunge into battle until I threw the Potioneer’s explosive.

Two short blasts rang from one of our trumpets—the signal for us to unleash
our explosives. The front line of soldiers had one bottle apiece; it was all we
could spare from our dwindling stores. The Riders carried several dozen more,
while the last remained in Baylore to guard the city wall.

With clumsy fingers, made clumsier still by the gauntlet covering my hand, I
managed to extract the delicate bottle from my pouch. Not pausing to think, I
hurled it at the front ranks of the impenetrable wall of Whitish soldiers. All
around me, explosives were already detonating, hurling soldiers aside. Chunks of
wood flew as shields shattered, the wall of spears crumbling. From behind, the
Whitish archers continued to fire volley after volley into our ranks, but their
forward momentum slowed.



As the Whitish soldiers struggled to close ranks once more, another round of
explosives fell, scattering those who had surged forward to fill the gaps.

Desperate to escape the searing heat, to reach the grain stores without paying
too heavily in lives, I lowered my head and charged right through the nearest
gap in the line.

Immediately I was hemmed in, trapped by a mass of Whitish soldiers. I swung
my sword wildly, hitting something I couldn’t see, but my movements were cut
short by the close ranks of the army.

With my left hand, I drew the dagger from my belt. Both my sword and
dagger had been enchanted to cut through armor more easily, but as I broke
through to the line of archers, I didn’t even need to use the enchantment. The
archers couldn’t use their bows in such close range, and none had a chance to
draw swords. Lunging forward, I stabbed my dagger through the eye slit of the
nearest archer.

He fell to his knees with a yelp, widening the space before me.
I pushed my way forward and stabbed at the eye slit of the next soldier,

dropping him as well.
Then the archers began to fall back, swordsmen taking their places. I raised

my sword once more, falling into a defensive stance. When the first blows came
at me, I knocked them aside, holding my ground.

Another trumpet blast rang from behind, but I was too distracted to pay
attention to what it meant. A roar of voices rose from my troops, and the ranks
of the Whitish army widened.

When the soldiers around me fell back a pace, I glanced to the side and
realized a clump of my own soldiers had forced their way into the middle of the
Whitish forces, Leoth at their head.

Many small, brown lumps like bunched-up sacks flew through the air toward
the Whitish army—only when they struck and unfurled did I recognize them for
Weavers’ nets. The nets flew over soldier after soldier, dragging them to the
ground and pinning them there. Where they fell, the street suddenly cleared, and
I waded through the chaos unchallenged.

In the sudden pause, while the Whitish army tried to regroup, I saw over the
heads of the soldiers before me.

My stomach dropped. The force we were fighting represented just a tiny
fraction of the Whitish army. From down the road, the full army marched
toward us, thousands upon thousands of soldiers, a wall of metal. How had I
thought we stood a chance against such a mighty foe?

Leoth clomped to my side, his sword lowered as he stared at the approaching
force. Around us, soldiers continued to writhe beneath the nets that trapped



them.
“We’ll never reach the grain stores now,” he said, voice muffled from inside

his helmet.
“It’s too late to turn back,” I said. “If we can stand our ground, maybe a few

of our troops can approach from the outskirts of town and raid the stores while
the Whitish are distracted.”

“I’ll pass the word along.”
I feared this would turn into a bloodbath. If we stood firm, the Whitish

would trample us beneath the sheer weight of their armor. And if we ran, they
would chase us down, firing arrows on us as if we were deer on a hunt. We
wouldn’t make it back to Baylore alive. I took an unsteady breath. Desperation
had driven us to this point; if we could not reach the grain stores, death would
come to us soon regardless. That was why we fought. Not because we had
thought we stood a chance.

I picked my way around two struggling soldiers in nets, while behind me,
those who had thrown the nets dispatched the Whitish soldiers with a quick
sword stroke before retrieving their nets. Some even took the Whitish soldiers’
helmets for themselves, blood spattered across the gleaming metal.

The sun was rising at last, casting a hazy peach light on the high layer of
clouds, and as I looked up, I saw the two Riders swooping overhead. The crow
no longer seemed to be suffering from its wound.

Trumpets behind me urged me forward, and I broke into a run as I charged
the scattered lines of Whitish soldiers. Again the Weavers’ nets fell onto men
just ahead, trapping them and breaking the closest ranks, and from behind,
explosives dropped onto the approaching army. Flashes of fire rose from the
ends of alleys—Cal’s Flamespinners at work. My heart swelled in hope. It
seemed most had survived the storm of arrows.

The front of my column had passed the first two buildings, and I now stood
in a pocket of cooler air, the raging fires left behind. If my scouts were correct,
most of the grain stores were on the left side of town, another seven buildings
ahead. But between my army and those precious stores stood an impenetrable
wall of Whitish soldiers.

Raising my sword once more, I charged ahead of the soldiers with nets and
plunged into the scattered Whitish forces. We needed to gain as much ground as
we could before the bulk of the army smashed into us.

Swords came at me from every direction, but I dodged and parried, Leoth
beside me, the enemy’s blows glancing off my armor. Sometimes my enchanted
sword ripped a notch in my opponent’s blade, and once, when a spearman
charged me, I slammed my sword down on his spear, slicing cleanly through the



shaft.
Everything around me narrowed, until I could see and hear nothing but the

fight directly before me—the clang of metal, oddly muffled; the grunts of
Whitish soldiers as we drove them back; the blows coming at us from every
direction.

Spans of training made my reactions almost automatic. The Whitish soldiers
were more skilled than I, and they often managed to land a blow on my armor,
but where my sword weakened metal, theirs just glanced off.

Leoth gave a shout, and I darted back just in time to see three soldiers with
maces sprinting at us.

I dodged to the left and brought up my sword just in time to meet the first
blow. But the weight of the mace threw my blade aside and landed heavily on
my upper arm.

I staggered back. My arm went numb for a moment, and I rotated my hand,
trying to bring back feeling. When it tingled, I couldn’t feel any pain deeper than
a bruise. The armor had displaced the blow enough to protect my arm.

Two soldiers were already charging at me again, this time aiming for my
helmet—a blow there could easily knock me unconscious, or worse. I stumbled
backward, clumsy in my armor, and caught my foot on a downed soldier.

I went sprawling on my back, my armor slamming against the dirt road, my
helmet knocked sideways. Blinded, I flailed out with my sword, trying to sit up
and adjust my helmet while also protecting myself.

But the blow never came. I finally managed to drag my helmet back into
place, my breath sharp in my throat, to see all three Whitish soldiers struggling
beneath nets. When the Weavers finished them off and retrieved their nets,
Leoth stooped to collect two of their maces.

“These might help.” As I struggled to my feet, Leoth handed one to me.
“You all right?”

“Just winded.”
The fighting had pushed ahead of us, so we were safe amidst a bubble of

Itrean soldiers for now. Six buildings to go. But our fleeting success wouldn’t
last. From back here, I could see the way the Whitish army forced its way down
the street like a wall, our own soldiers fighting in haphazard clumps. Our
training was evident in the way certain battalions held close ranks, their armored
captains leading them to attack the exposed sides of the column, but enclosed as
we were by the houses and shops lining the main road, the Whitish army’s brute
force held the clear advantage.

The Rider on the crow continued dropping bottled explosives over the front
ranks of the Whitish army, but the intervals between each blast grew farther and



farther apart—I feared she was running out. The Rider on the hawk was
nowhere to be seen.

A Weaver clipped my shoulder with the flat edge of her sword as she ran past,
startling me back into motion. Leoth had already forged ahead, slamming his
mace at the front line of Whitish soldiers.

Tightening my left-handed grip on the mace, which weighed as much as a
small boulder, I jogged back to the front of the column.

As the battle wore on, the Whitish army began pushing us back through
Twenty-League Town, step by step. Our soldiers were flagging, exhausted from
the night-long march, while the Whitish army had started the day fresh. With
each pace we surrendered, our chances of survival faded. We would never reach
the grain stores now.

I lost track of Leoth in the mayhem—when we reached the last two buildings,
which were still smoldering, the fight spread into the back streets, narrow and
cobblestoned. I stumbled to a halt as I felt the heat of the dying fires wash over
me once more. No one was paying heed to the lone armored figure in the
middle of the road—most of my army had already fled down alleyways, the
Whitish soldiers close behind.

Looking up, I caught sight of the Rider swooping through a column of
smoke. She had run out of explosives, so she circled high above, occasionally
swooping to pick off a soldier when she did not see any archers within range.

I didn’t know which way to turn. Everywhere my soldiers needed aid, and
nothing I could do would make a difference against such a vast force.

Then I spotted a clump of Whitish archers running down a side street, bows
drawn in the direction of the enormous crow. Hefting my sword and mace, I
chased them down, yelling in wordless rage.

I caught up with the archers down an empty side street, the air still hot and
thick with smoke with the smoldering remains of the inn. They were forced to
lower their bows and draw swords, falling into a clumsy formation as they faced
me.

I didn’t pause. Barreling forward, I stabbed my enchanted sword directly
through the neck guard of the nearest soldier. He didn’t even have time to react.
Leaving my sword trapped in the steel of his armor as he slumped against the
wall, I wrapped both hands around the mace and slammed it toward the head of
the second archer. He attempted to parry, but the momentum of my blow
wrenched his arm aside. The mace crashed down on his helmet, and he dropped
with a grunt, the metal deeply dented.

The remaining three soldiers took a step backward, tightening their ranks. I
grabbed the hilt of my sword and tugged at it, but it was still firmly lodged in the



archer’s neck guard. He lay sprawled on the ground, blood seeping from
beneath his helmet.

Abandoning my sword, I flew at the three archers who still stood. I let a
sword blow fall on my arm as I whipped the mace through the air, bashing it
into the side of a man’s head.

I didn’t have time to block the sword blow from the next soldier, so I lunged
forward, getting too close for his sword to strike. While he stumbled away, the
third soldier slammed his sword at my neck. This time I registered the impact,
and I staggered back a few paces, out of range. That would leave a bruise, but at
the moment I could feel nothing. The enchanted boots I wore had numbed all
pain.

Setting down the mace, I wrapped both hands around the hilt of my sword
and put a foot onto the fallen soldier’s chest. With an almighty heave, I finally
managed to free the blade.

The remaining two archers were closing in around me. I snatched up the
mace in my left hand and raised the sword in my right, blood running down the
blade.

When the first took a swipe at me, I danced out of the way. As I did, I
whipped my sword down and hammered it on the second archer’s upper arm.
The pauldron buckled, and he scrambled to block my next blow. I rammed my
mace into his stomach while he was distracted and brought my sword down on
his arm again. This time the blow shattered his pauldron and cut deep into his
flesh.

He roared and jerked away, blood spilling onto his silver armor.
I yanked my sword free and faced the last archer, who shifted from foot to

foot, looking uncertain.
I knew I had the upper hand. Energy blazed through me, so fierce I hardly

felt the weight of my armor, and my weapons were designed to smash his
armor. This was no time for finesse. With a sweeping, inelegant stroke, I swung
both my sword and my mace at him simultaneously. He raised his sword to
block mine, and as he did, my mace crashed onto the side of his helm. He
swayed, his sword slipping from limp fingers, and toppled to the ground.

The soldier with the wounded arm staggered toward me, but he had dropped
his sword and clutched the deep gash in his arm. I slammed my mace into his
stomach, overbalancing him, and he crashed to the ground.

Leaning over him, I tore off his helmet and rammed my sword into his throat.
Then I straightened, the haze of battle clearing from my eyes. My breathing

came fast and heavy, my chest heaving, but I felt more alive than ever.
Somehow I had singlehandedly bested five Whitish soldiers.



I couldn’t understand it—I was far less skilled than they, and not at all
practiced with the mace.

Then I thought back through the fight—how the archers had fallen back,
hesitating, while I plunged forward, tireless. Energy had surged through me,
compelling me to fight harder, to push myself until I burned it away, while my
enemies were beginning to grow weary.

It was as the Foxes had said. They had claimed Extractors were legendary
warriors, drawing strength from battle as their enemies flagged, and here at last I
understood. This was my purpose. I was a deadly weapon in battle, each hour
that passed feeding my strength while my enemies weakened.

Nerves buzzing with adrenaline and fear and a glut of energy, I picked my
way over the bodies to the edge of town. I was a weapon. I could fight until my
enemies keeled over from exhaustion, until the streets ran red with blood.

When I skirted around the outside of town, through the dying remains of the
summer harvest, I found the front of my army pushed back outside Twenty-
League Town, the Whitish ranks swelling from countless side streets to
surround my soldiers. They would hem us in, attacking from three directions at
once.

I started jogging in the direction of my army, my armor chafing, sweat
soaking my back. I had to get around the expanding Whitish ranks to rejoin my
forces before our enemies closed in—I could not fight my way through an
entire army alone, no matter how much energy I drew from the soldiers.

My army looked pitiful beside the ever-expanding Whitish ranks. How many
had we lost? How many more would it take to break us?

We had thrown everything into this final assault, and it had not been enough.
We hadn’t even come close to the grain stores.

I slowed, trying to decide if it was worth retreating, worth hiding within the
city walls as we waited for starvation to claim us.

Just before I reached my soldiers, the piercing cry of a hawk rose over the
battlefield. Chills danced down my spine as I turned to see the Rider flying
toward us from the south.

As if in answer, an unfamiliar horn sounded from afar.
We were saved.
 

 



I

29

The Army from the South

hung back, waiting. Before I got lost once more in the chaos of battle, I
wanted to make sure the approaching forces were our allies. But the way the
Rider on the hawk had disappeared as though to urge the new arrivals to

hurry to our rescue, the way their horn had answered the hawk’s shrill cry…I
was almost certain these soldiers were on our side.

Hooves thundered in the distance, and I thought I could make out movement
above the dry grasses. Soon a line of mounted soldiers galloped into view,
skirting around Twenty-League Town and cutting through the field directly
toward me. From this distance, I could only see that they wore mismatched
clothing and no armor. Most were dark-haired, unlike the Whitish. They had to
be our allies. But where had they come from?

As they neared, the rider at the front of the line shouted, “We fight for Queen
Kalleah!”

An exhausted cheer rose from my soldiers.
I pulled off my helmet, hoping no archers would attack. “Who sent you?”
“We come from King’s Port! When no help arrived from overseas, Lord

Ingol and Lord Ricardin sent us to boost your numbers.”
I raised my sword in salute. “You are most welcome!” Jamming my helmet on

once more, I broke into a run toward my beleaguered soldiers. Behind me, the
riders from King’s Port wheeled to charge at the front of the Whitish line.

The cavalry numbered only in the hundreds; I wondered if foot soldiers were
following, or if this was the full force. They carried long spears, swords strapped
to their belts, and as they thundered toward the Whitish army, they lowered the
spears to strike. The Whitish spearmen had long since scattered, unable to fight
in close quarters with the swordsmen, and they now struggled to re-form a wall
to stop the oncoming soldiers.

Only a few spearmen managed to raise spears and shields in time.



Then, with a roar, the line of riders smashed through the Whitish ranks. They
charged right across the road, trampling soldiers under hooves and striking them
down with spears, cutting a clean swath through the fighting. On the opposite
side of the road, they wheeled about and prepared for another charge.

“Archers!” someone shouted from amidst the chaos.
A few arrows whistled toward the riders, and one horse reared, a shaft buried

in its flank. The rider held on as the horse bolted out of line, but when it reared
again, he tumbled off.

Then something else flew through the air—our Weavers’ nets, this time flung
by slingshots in the direction of the archers. Shouts rose from the Whitish army
as the archers collapsed, trapped beneath the unfurling nets. No arrows chased
the cavalry as they kicked their horses into a gallop once more.

Again the riders from King’s Port swept through the Whitish column,
wheeling once more for another charge. Most of the Whitish army was still
trapped within the main street of Twenty-League Town, unable to form a solid
defense against the mounted soldiers.

When the riders made a third pass through the Whitish ranks, a battle horn
sounded, and the Whitish army pulled back into the main street of town.

My soldiers roared in triumph. Ahead of us, the cavalry reined in their horses,
spears raised.

I approached the mounted soldiers and pulled off my helmet once again. I
wasn’t sure if they knew who I was, but the man in front dismounted and
sheathed his sword.

“Is this your full force?” I asked. “Or do you have foot soldiers?”
“We have two thousand foot soldiers on their way now. They’re less than an

hour behind us. But—” He glanced at the hawk, which had landed, its Rider
stroking its wing. “He says there’s a column of Whitish reinforcements less than
a day away. Ten thousand at least, with siege towers and trebuchets.”

“Ten thousand.” My voice sounded as though it came from far away.
“What do you need us to do?”
“If there are ten thousand Whitish soldiers on their way, we need to withdraw

to Baylore. Out here, they’ll crush us. But we’re almost out of food. The Whitish
soldiers have been farming the land around here for spans now, so we need to
force them back far enough to raid their stores before we retreat.”

The rider saluted and swung back into his saddle, where he turned to face his
troops.

“We need to drive the Whitish back! Don’t let yourselves get trapped in town.
Veiver, pass word to the foot soldiers to approach from the north. We want the
Whitish army to retreat south and leave this town in our hands.”



A man with lanky black hair turned his horse and broke into a gallop around
the outskirts of Twenty-League Town.

“Your forces can push them down the main street,” the mounted soldier said
to me. “We’ll cut through from the side alleys and weaken them.”

“Good,” I said. “Let’s go!”
As the cavalry rode south to find an alley to attack from, I jogged through my

scattered forces to the front of the column.
“Let’s drive them back!” I yelled. “Twenty-League Town is ours!”
I broke into a run, adrenaline spurring me on, hardly aware of the weight of

my armor. Though I didn’t look back, I could feel the earth shaking as my
soldiers pounded forward at my back. I had no idea where Leoth or Mellicante
or Baridya had gone; we were just a mass of bodies, weary and bloodied and
desperate to win.

The Whitish soldiers re-formed ranks as we charged, but I slammed right
through, flailing my mace through the air and striking metal all around. The
newly recovered nets flew over my head to ensnare new soldiers, and hooves
drummed on cobblestones a second before the riders from King’s Port tore
through the side of the Whitish army.

Again the town descended into chaos. The remaining Flamespinners must
have joined our ranks, because I caught the stench of burning flesh. I was
hemmed in by enemies in silver armor, spinning and blocking and smashing as I
tried to hold my ground. Step by step, I forced my way forward, unable to see
beyond the tangle of armor all around.

Then, suddenly, the army before us thinned. Sweat had dripped into my eyes,
nearly blinding me, and I risked pulling off my helmet to wipe my forehead.
Whitish soldiers were drawing back, leaving the street piled with bodies, some
blackened from flames inside their armor, some tangled in nets.

I looked around, searching for the reason for their retreat. There—dozens of
unarmored soldiers were spilling from every side street.

The rest of the force from King’s Port had joined the fight.
With the unarmored troops picking off Whitish soldiers in every direction,

the cavalry from King’s Port swept down the street, trampling stragglers as they
fled.

Soon the dirt road cleared as the Whitish army pulled back. Many thousands
had survived, but they were not willing to keep fighting an unwinnable battle.

Twenty-League Town was ours.
Dazed, my heart thudding against my chest, I turned to the nearest soldier, a

woman I didn’t recognize.
“Pass along the orders. We must move quickly to raid as much of the grain



stores as we can carry.”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
I relayed this to every soldier nearby, not wanting to shout, for fear the

Whitish army would torch the storehouses to keep their supplies out of our
hands.

While the mounted soldiers chased the last Whitish stragglers to the end of
town, the rest of my army dashed toward the storehouses. They were exactly
where my scouts had indicated, four towering wood buildings piled to the roof
with sacks of supplies. It was far more than my army could carry, but we could
strap some to the horses as well.

Jostled forward in a stream of soldiers, I grabbed two overflowing sacks and
swung them over my shoulders. Then I staggered back to the northern end of
town, where I dropped the sacks onto an already-growing pile by the road.

While the rest of my army went back to fetch more supplies, I stood by the
mound of sacks, searching the faces of approaching soldiers. Where were my
friends? Their continued absence was beginning to gnaw at my insides.

At last I spotted Mellicante, who was limping heavily, her face streaked with
blood and ash.

“Have you seen Leoth?” I asked, grabbing her arm when she made to turn
away without acknowledging me.

She flinched, and her eyes flew to my face. “No. Have you seen Baridya?”
I shook my head.
I turned away from the supplies and picked my way through town, searching

the mess of bodies for any with a blue-painted helmet.
There was one.
Adrenaline flooded me, and I ran clumsily over the remains of the battlefield

to roll the soldier onto his back.
I knew at once that it wasn’t Leoth—he was heavier than Leoth, and broader

of shoulder—but I had to be sure. I tore off his helm and recognized the brutish
face and heavy brows of Embrosse, the captain in charge of guarding the city
gates.

Staggering to my feet, I started forward again. I found three more fallen
soldiers in our painted armor, but none were familiar.

My soldiers were beginning to draw back, their raid of Twenty-League Town
finished. But I kept going forward, unwilling to believe that Leoth was gone.

Then, at last, I saw him. I knew immediately that it was Leoth, because I
recognized the sheath resting on his leg, deep blue leather embossed with gold.

“No,” I gasped. I fell to my knees beside him and tore off his helmet, rolling
his head so it lay back. “Leoth. No!”



Then his chest rose.
He was still breathing.
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omeone help me!” I shouted. “We need to carry King Leoth to safety!”

A few soldiers ran to my side and helped me lift him, and between us,
we carried him gently over the fallen bodies to the northern end of town.

When we set him down beside the mound of supplies, I called out, “Are there
any healers here?”

The Allakoash medic from my family’s wing pushed her way forward and
knelt beside Leoth.

“Will he live?” I asked, my voice catching in my throat.
She looked into my eyes. “I can’t say. It would help if you moved away. He

has little strength left for you to draw out.”
I scrambled back. My army needed me to lead them, not to fall apart. Yes, he

was my husband, but he was just one out of thousands of soldiers who survived
this day.

“To Baylore!” I called over the confusion. “Take a sack and march for
Baylore!”

I grabbed the nearest sack in my gauntleted hands and swung it over my
shoulder. It was so heavy I staggered, but I had no cause for complaint. The rest
of the army was far more exhausted than I.

Not waiting to see if my army followed, I began trudging in the direction of
Baylore. Back bowed under the weight of the sack, I picked my way around
bodies bristling with arrows, around discarded swords and shields. I hoped
Baridya was safe, and Cal, but we had no time to search the bodies of the fallen,
no time to reclaim armor and weapons. The Whitish reinforcements were nearly
here, and if they cut us off before we reached the city gates, it would be the end
of Baylore.

“We can ride ahead with the injured and as much supplies as we can carry,” a



woman’s voice said from my right.
I slowed, blinking haze from my vision, and saw one of the mounted soldiers

from King’s Port had drawn ahead of her fellows to join me.
“Yes, yes, that would be good,” I said.
Around me, faceless soldiers continued limping their way down the road to

Baylore, stooped beneath the weight of the supplies they carried. My lungs were
tight, and when I drew a deep breath, the taste of ash and blood coated my
throat.

As we plodded down the long road, the sky grew red with sunset, a final burst
of color illuminating the clouds before darkness fell. Those same clouds still hid
the moon and stars, and I stumbled along by the light of the Weavers’ crystals
around me. Fear for Leoth ate at me, much as I tried to push it away; the fate of
Baylore no longer seemed relevant while he hovered between life and death. I
knew exhaustion was overwhelming my rationality, but in that moment, I would
gladly have lost another hundred anonymous soldiers if it meant Leoth would
live.

Even I was close to collapse. Every muscle screamed at me as I walked, my
arms protesting from the weight of the sack, my legs ready to crumple from
nearly twenty-four hours supporting my heavy armor. Occasionally a soldier
nearby would fall to their knees, sending up a billow of dust from the road and
tearing me from my stupor. Someone else would take the weight of the sack,
hands pulling the fallen soldier to their feet, and we marched on.

Lighted windows in the palace towers were the first sign we neared Baylore.
They floated above the dark wall like a city in the sky, distant, unreachable. The
mounted soldiers from King’s Port rode back toward us one last time, torches
streaking through the darkness above them, and this time they circled around
behind our scattered column to collect those who had collapsed.

My legs shook with each step, but I kept plodding forward, eyes fixed on the
palace lights. At last we reached the gates, which hung open for us. I passed
beneath the city wall in a clump of other soldiers, and as soon as I was through,
the sack dropped from my stiff, numb fingers.

Someone pushed their way through the crowd to stand before me, and I
blinked at them, trying to focus on the face.

“Your Majesty. The riders from King’s Port say ten thousand Whitish 
reinforcements are on their way, less than a day from Baylore.”  

That was Dellik’s voice. I finally managed to focus on her face. “Yes. It’s
true.” My voice sounded deadened. “We must prepare for attack.”

“You look ready to collapse, Your Majesty. Surely we can wait until morning
to prepare?”



“Most likely.”
“We’ll deal with those supplies,” Dellik said gently. “Go on. I’ll handle things

in the meantime.”
It wasn’t fair to leave the burden on Dellik’s shoulders—she had been awake

as long as we had—but I lacked the energy to argue. Instead I hobbled forward,
clambering up a set of crates that served as steps over the barricade, and up
Market Street.

I hardly remembered reaching the palace, but all at once I was in the Cheltish
wing, and Mother was bustling around helping me remove my armor. She did
not seem to care that I was caked in blood and dust and who knew what else. I
stood as if turned to stone, Leoth’s absence tearing at me. Others arrived after
me, hobbling in with blank faces, and I made note of each one. Viko stumbled
in while Mother was tugging off my breastplate, and he threw me a terse smile.
Where were Mellicante and Baridya? Cal? Leoth?

When Mother finished untying my armor and stacking it beside a dusty divan,
she brushed off her hands and said, “How did the battle turn out?”

“Leoth’s injured,” I mumbled. “I don’t know where he is. Where is Dakolth?”
“He raced down to the city gates to help with the injured as soon as we heard

you were on your way. Are we safe?”
“For a few hours.”
Though I was still gritty with sweat and dirt, my arming doublet and trousers

bloodstained, I sank onto a cushioned chair and leaned forward, elbows on my
knees. I would not move until my friends returned. And if they did not, I would
hunt them down myself. A part of me knew I was nearly delirious with
exhaustion, my decisions muddled, but I knew I would not be able to sleep. Not
until I knew if Leoth was alive.

“Darling, you should get some rest. If we only have a few hours before—”
“Go away, Mother.”
She sniffed in affront but did as I bade her. Her heels clicked on the marble

floor as she retreated, fading into silence.
The stream of returning soldiers had slowed, and still there was no sign of my

friends. Mellicante had been alive and well when I last saw her; why had she not
returned?

I fell into a doze, my head jolting forward, and in the black space behind my
eyelids, I saw a mountain of dead, their eyes glowing as if molten, their arms
reaching toward me.

I jerked awake, but the common area was as silent and empty as it had been
when I began my vigil.

More time passed, meaningless, and I sagged back in the chair, falling into a



doze once more. Even the blood and disembodied screams crowding my
dreams could not startle me back awake. I felt trapped, the battle playing over
and over again through my head, each time my hands growing bloodier, the
losses on our side steeper.

Then I jolted upright. The soft clomp of boots sounded from just outside the
Cheltish wing, several pairs muddled together. I rubbed my eyes with one grimy
hand and struggled to my feet just in time to see Cal and Mellicante stumble into
the room, Baridya sagging between them.
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gave a soft shriek. “You’re alive!”

“Where’s Dakolth?” Mellicante demanded.
“Somewhere in the city.”

“Shit. Baridya’s lost a lot of blood. Her leg’s badly broken, and there’s a bone
sticking through.”

“’m okay,” Baridya mumbled, her eyelids fluttering.
“Cal found her in a side street, and one of the riders from King’s Port carried

her back to the palace gates once we got her onto the road. But there weren’t
any stretchers around, so we had to make her walk this last distance. She’s not
doing well at all.”

Relief and fear had flooded me, shocking me out of my stupor. Baridya’s
trouser leg was soaked with blood, which dripped onto the marble as she tried
to steady herself.

“Don’t put weight on that leg!” Mellicante snapped.
“Don’t worry ’bout me.”
“She’s very disoriented.”
“Let’s get her to the hospital,” I said. “I’ll see if I can find Dakolth or another

healer.” I was secretly glad of the excuse to venture into the city once more, to
search for Leoth.

I helped lift Baridya’s legs as we stumbled down the stairs to the lower level
of the Cheltish wing, where I kicked open the door to the empty hospital. The
Allakoash and other medics had to be caring for the wounded elsewhere in the
city. But where?

Once we laid Baridya gently on a bed near the door, I grabbed Mellicante and
Cal in a desperate hug, tears leaking out the corners of my eyes.

“I can’t believe you’re alive. Don’t you ever scare me like that again.”



Cal sniffed, and Mellicante kissed my forehead.
“We’re bloody lucky, you know,” she said. “If that Rider with the hawk

hadn’t flown off to tell the army from King’s Port to hurry up…”
“I know.” I released Cal and Mellicante, wiping at my eyes, and saw Cal

blinking away tears of his own. “I’ll look for someone to help Baridya now. I’ll
be back later.”

Though I still hadn’t slept, I felt oddly awake as I ran upstairs and grabbed a
coat. My legs felt limp, wrung out, but the inevitable soreness had yet to take
hold. Or perhaps it was the boots I still wore, the Weavers’ boots, numbing the
pain. I glimpsed myself in a mirror on the way out of my bedchamber and
almost didn’t recognize my face beneath the layer of grime. A bruise was
blossoming on my neck, and I dimly remembered the blow that had struck just
beneath my jaw.

No guards were stationed in the palace hallways, which were eerily silent and
empty. Every able-bodied soldier remaining in the city must have been sent to
the walls. A handful of guards stood outside the palace gates, but most looked
either too young or too old to be among my usual army. They were making a
show at protecting the palace, but they likely had no idea how to fight. None
questioned me when I dashed down the steps and let myself through the gates.

Down the main street, the only people still bustling about were healers,
medics, and their assistants, some carrying the wounded on stretchers, others
delivering boxes full of linen gauze or potion bottles or plaster for setting
broken bones. I stopped a man with a basketful of linen and said, “Do you
know where I can find a healer named Dakolth?”

“No, sorry. But they’ve taken over an inn called The Fox and Crow, just east
of the city gates on Crescent Street. I’d guess your healer is there.”

“Thank you.” I hurried on my way, relieved the man had not recognized me.
The inn was easy enough to find—I just followed a pair of girls no older than

fifteen whose arms were overflowing with dried herbs. The door of the inn
hung open, and below the sign hung a red cloth marking it as a hospital.

No one seemed to be in charge—the reception area was piled with supplies,
empty aside from a few injured soldiers propped against the back wall—so I
hurried down the halls, peering into each open doorway as I passed.

Then, at last, I spotted the back of a familiar head. Dakolth. I crept into the
room, and my heart nearly stopped.

Leoth lay motionless on bloodstained sheets, his face pale and lifeless.
“No.” My voice came out hoarse.
Dakolth whirled. When he saw me, his shoulders sagged. “You shouldn’t be

here.”



“Is he—”
“He’s still alive. Barely. He received a bad blow to the head, and Shanokh had

to cut a hole in his skull to relieve the pressure.”
I made a strangled sound.
“Without our help, his chances of survival would be nonexistent. But

Shanokh managed to stabilize him on the battlefield and transport him back on
a stretcher, and his condition has not worsened since I took charge. He has lost
a great deal of blood as well, so we have been working all night to heal his
wounds and reduce the swelling in his head.” Dakolth turned back to Leoth,
laying a hand on his leg just below a deep gash. “Why are you here?”

“Oh.” I blinked; I had nearly forgotten. “Baridya is badly injured—she’s
broken her leg, and a piece of bone is sticking out through her skin. She’s losing
blood fast. Is there someone who can see to her?”

“Is she still conscious?”
“She was when I left.”
Dakolth sighed. “We are stretched to our limit here. I can’t leave Leoth’s side,

and there are wounded in eight other hospitals and inns with only one Allakoash
overseeing each.”

“Can you not move Leoth back to the palace?”
“Not if you want him to live another day. If he regains consciousness by

morning, we can risk transporting him. If not…his chances of survival are very
low.”

I nodded, my eyes moist once again. I felt useless. I would return to the
palace with no help for Baridya, leaving Leoth clinging to life by a thread. One
hand on the wall for support, I retreated from the bedroom, my throat tight.

“Kalleah?”
I stopped in the hallway.
“Shanokh is three rooms over. If the other cases here can be overseen by

regular medics, she might be able to spare an hour to tend to Baridya.”
“Thank you,” I breathed. I wasn’t sure if Dakolth heard me. Then I hobbled

three doors down, where I found our family’s medic whispering something with
her eyes closed and her hands on the ribs of a skinny boy. She must be
Shanokh. I had never bothered to ask her name.

The boy’s chest shuddered with each breath, his freckled face pale. I paused
in the doorway, not wanting to interrupt Shanokh in the middle of a healing
spell.

After several long minutes, the boy’s breathing eased, a hint of color returning
to his face. Shanokh dropped her hands and turned to me, dark circles beneath
her eyes, hair covered by a stained linen wrap.



“What are you doing here, Your Majesty?” Her voice was flat, empty.
“It’s Baridya. She’s badly wounded, and she’s losing a lot of blood. Could you

spare a couple hours to check on her?”
“Where is she?”
“Back in our family’s hospital.”
Groaning, Shanokh dropped her head forward. “I can’t see to everyone in

this city, Your Majesty. There are three others here who need urgent care if they
are to survive until morning. By the time I can leave them in the hands of
unskilled medics, my power will likely be drained.”

“But I can’t lose Baridya.”
“Are the lives of your subjects worth less to you?”
Tears dampened my eyes once again; I scrubbed them away with the back of

my hand. “No, of course not. It’s just—”
Shanokh’s expression softened. “Oh, Kalleah. I know how it is. Death is

cruel, and no one should be forced to choose between the life of a stranger or a
dear friend. Do you think Baridya will survive a couple hours?”

“I don’t know. She made it all the way back from the battlefield, but she was
acting a bit funny. I’m scared.”

“I’ll send a regular medic with you for now, and in two hours, I’ll come treat
her properly.”

“Thank you. Thank you so much.”
“Look for a man with a beard working downstairs. He’s our best medic.”
Forcing a weak smile, I left Shanokh.
The bearded medic trailed silently behind me up Market Street. He looked as

tired as I felt, and from his manner, I doubted he recognized me. Impossibly,
the sky already seemed a shade lighter—had I truly sat awake all night?

The medic stared when the guards at the palace gates let us pass without
question, and he stopped just outside the side door, shifting from foot to foot.

“Are you sure I’m allowed in here?”
“Since I make the rules, yes, I believe you are.” I pushed open the door and

beckoned him with a jerk of my head. “Come on. We don’t have time for this.”
Gaping at me, his cheeks red, the medic trotted through the door and

followed me down the grand entrance hall.
All remained quiet within, the Cheltish wing still sleeping. I ran down the

stairs to the hospital, the medic scrambling to keep up, and found Mellicante,
Cal, and Viko perched on chairs beside Baridya’s bed.

“How is she?” I whispered.
“She’s asleep,” Mellicante said. “She’s still breathing.”
“Our family’s healer will be here in a couple hours. For now, this medic says



he can help.”
The medic bowed deeply, still red-faced. “At your service. What do you know

about her injuries?”
As Mellicante began explaining Baridya’s broken leg, I slipped away. As with

Leoth, Baridya was likely in a delicate enough condition that any energy I
drained from her could kill her.

Back in my room, which was far too empty without Leoth, I forced myself to
strip out of my filthy clothes and draw up a bath. All I wanted to do was pace
until I had answers, until I knew whether Leoth and Baridya would make it
through, but my legs were shaking. As soon as I took off my Weavers’ boots,
pain swept through me—the screaming ache of muscles pushed past endurance
and the sting of countless bruises and blisters I had not noticed until now.

Sinking into the water, I gritted my teeth as torn-open blisters and cuts stung.
I had blisters on the sides of each foot where the boots had rubbed, a blister
behind my left knee from the pinch of the armor, and blisters on each hand
from my sword and mace. After a few minutes, the sting faded, the hot water
working its way into my battered muscles.

I would have lingered until the water went cold if not for the light of dawn
that soon began illuminating my bathroom. I needed a couple hours of sleep if I
was to survive the next day.

Dragging myself from the tub, leaving behind a sludge of dirt and dried
blood, I wrapped myself in a towel and limped over to my bed. Then I crawled
in, not bothering to dress or brush out my hair.

 
* * *

 
When something pounded at my door, I bolted upright, disoriented. Sunlight
streamed through my window—the layer of clouds had finally broken apart.

The loud rapping sounded again, and I scrambled from bed, every joint
protesting. I had just managed to find an undershirt and tug it over my head
when Mellicante burst into my bedchamber.

“Sorry. You weren’t answering, so I worried—”
“How is Baridya?”
Mellicante passed a shaking hand over her eyes. “She’s going to recover. She

might even keep the use of her leg. That medic gave her a painkiller and elevated
her leg, and when the healer finally got here, she realigned the bone. She’s going
to have a nasty scar, but her leg is all in one piece now. She just fell asleep a few
minutes ago, and the healer said she’s safe for now.”

I pulled Mellicante into a fierce hug. “Thank the cloudy gods.” She was



trembling, all traces of her usual hardened demeanor gone.
When Mellicante stepped back, I asked, “Have you slept at all?”
“No. But what about Leoth?”
I turned away to search for my brush, not wanting Mellicante to see the fear

in my eyes. “I found him at an inn near the city gates.” I sat at my dressing table
and began brushing out my tangled, still-damp hair with great concentration.
“Dakolth is looking after him. He’s unconscious, and Shanokh had to cut open
his skull to relieve pressure. He suffered a bad blow to the head and he’s lost a
lot of blood.” Somehow I managed to keep my voice steady. I yanked the brush
through my hair fiercer than ever, trying to disguise the way my hand shook. “If
he regains consciousness today, he has a chance of surviving.”

“Bloody Varse. I’m sorry, Kalleah.”
“Go and get some rest. I need to figure out how the plagues we’re meant to

hold this city against an army with siege towers.”
I chanced a look over my shoulder at Mellicante. She dragged a hand through

her short hair, jaw set, and I managed a grim smile.
Nodding curtly, Mellicante stalked away. Her gait betrayed a slight limp, but

she was hiding it well. I watched her close the door with a great rush of
affection. She knew exactly how much it hurt to watch Leoth hover on the brink
between life and death, unable to help.

With stiff movements, I finished fighting my hair into place. Then I struggled
into my dark blue uniform, which remained clean since I had not worn it
beneath my armor. Last of all, I wetted a cloth in my bathroom sink and
scrubbed dust from my Weavers’ boots. When they were presentable, I tugged
them on and immediately sagged with relief. The tearing ache from my overtired
muscles receded to a dull throb, and the chafing from my blisters vanished.

As I finished dressing, I thought back to the battle, the chaos and flames so
fresh in my mind I could almost smell the smoke. How had it all gone so
wrong? We should have had the advantage this time, catching the Whitish army
by surprise, but they had been waiting for us.

Who had betrayed us?
My thoughts immediately jumped to Nashella. If she had not passed

information to our enemies, she likely knew who had. Leoth had made no
progress in tricking her to reveal her secrets, but she might be persuaded by
force.

And if her betrayal led to the death of her only son…
Anger rising in me, fueled by desperate fear for Leoth, I strode from my suite.

A crowd waited in the common area just outside, but I paid them no heed.
Racing down the steps to the lower level, I nearly collided with Viko, whose lip



was swollen and scabbed.
“What are you—”
“Come with me,” I said tersely. “I might need backup.”
Viko fell into step behind me without question.
At the lower level, I marched up to the guard who stood outside Nashella’s

door. “Has Lady Nashella left her room any time in the past quarter?” I asked.
“No, Your Majesty.”
I waited while he unlocked the door. Then I let myself in, beckoning Viko to

follow.
Nashella was hunched over a writing desk in the corner, scribbling away at a

page of a leather-bound journal with a fine metal quill. When she heard me
enter, she whirled, face slack with shock.

“What are you writing?” I asked, pulling the door closed behind me with a
snap.

“Your Majesty.” Nashella rose smoothly, obscuring the journal behind her
wide skirts. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

I crossed the room in three strides and tried to reach around her to snatch the
journal. Nashella was too fast—she ripped out the page she had been writing on
and crumpled it.

She lunged for the fireplace, but I grabbed her wrist before she could throw
the paper in.

“Release that at once,” I commanded.
Nashella’s grip tightened on the paper, wadding it into a tight ball.
When she yanked at me, nearly wrenching her arm free, Viko seized her other

arm and held her in place.
Then I pried open her fingers and dragged the wadded paper free.
“You’re a monster,” Nashella said, her eyes flashing. “You and Leoth and

your entire court of demons. When retribution comes at last, it will be
merciless.”

“I could say the same for you,” I said.
Then, leaving Viko to restrain Nashella, I spread the crumpled paper on the

end of her bed. Some of the ink was smudged, but I could still make out several
lines of neat script, the handwriting familiar.

 
The attack on Twenty-League Town has left the demon queen’s army crippled. She has

filled the walls with an illusion of guards, yet they are merely untrained civilians in uniforms.
My son, who has taken to leading the army of late, is badly wounded and unfit for fighting. If
you are to take Baylore, now is your best chance. The city will cr—

 



The last word ended in a streak of ink.
“How is it you have passed these messages to the Whitish army?” I

demanded.
“Kalleah,” Viko said in a low voice. “Look.” He was eyeing the journal still

lying open on Nashella’s desk.
Following his gaze, I saw with a jolt of shock that words were appearing on

the blank paper, as though from an invisible hand. I hastened to her desk and
watched as a short paragraph appeared in a blocky scrawl.

 
My lady Nashella, is all well? We will heed your advice. The demon army has raided our

grain stores, which necessitates our capture of Baylore before the first snow. We have no wish to
continue our supply train through winter.

 
As the words finished appearing, I noticed something I had not seen before

—many pages were missing from the journal, ripped out and likely burned.
Nashella had been trading information with the Whitish army for spans now,
perhaps even since the Truthbringers first arrived in Baylore.

“How is it the Whitish army has a Weaver-made item that our own Makhori
have forgotten how to create?” I asked Nashella in a soft, dangerous voice.
“How did this come into your possession?”

“This is no Weaver’s abomination,” Nashella said coldly. “This is a holy relic
gifted from the Nine to Varos. It has been handed down for centuries, untainted
by Makhori filth.”

I did not argue. My Weavers would know the truth. “And you would sell out
your own son? You care nothing for his life?”

“He is no son of mine. I raised him and tolerated him for twenty-three years,
but I would never accept someone with his taint as my own blood. Olleack
deceived me when we wed. I have suffered the shame of bringing a demon into
the world ever since.”

I thought of my own son—my beautiful, perfect little Daymin—and hatred
seared through me. Who could turn against their own child?

“And what other secrets have you shared with the Whitish?” I demanded.
Nashella said nothing. She merely stared at me, her cold eyes glittering with

hatred, her arm limp in Viko’s grasp.
“Very well,” I said. “Viko, fetch another guard and escort her down to the

city cells for interrogation. I want to learn everything she was involved in, from
the moment she started working for the Whitish.”

Viko saluted, fist to his chest, and dragged Nashella to her feet. She did not
struggle.



Once I was alone, I crossed back to her desk and examined the materials she
had left behind—the journal, with a chunk of pages torn free, the ends ragged;
the fine quill patterned with silver inlay; and the jar of ink into which she had
dipped the nib. I was almost certain these were Weaver-made items, though I
did not know which held the enchantment. I would leave them for my Weavers
to inspect later.

In the meantime, the short block of writing that had appeared on a fresh page
still glistened up at me, the ink almost dry. Nashella’s secret correspondent did
not know she had been locked away. Could we take advantage of that? Could
we feed them false information, something small enough not to raise suspicion
yet significant enough to help us in the coming battle?

I filed that away to think about later. First I would need to find someone who
could forge her handwriting.

And more importantly, I had to prepare my city for war. As Nashella had
written, our forces were crippled after the attack on Twenty-League Town. We
had to keep the Whitish from breaching our wall. If they made it through, we
had no hope of victory.

My mind still running in circles, I started back toward the common area as
though in a daze. Fear for Leoth, horror at Nashella’s betrayal, and despair for
the survival of Baylore warred within me, until I felt nothing but a numb sense
of hopelessness.

Upstairs, the same crowd still lingered in the common area, sitting on divans
and armchairs and hovering in the background.

“Kalleah,” Mother said when I drew near. “I saw a pair of guards leading
Nashella away. Has she done something to you?”

“Nashella?” I blinked, pulling myself away from my thoughts. “She is the
reason our forces were almost destroyed at Twenty-League Town. She has been
passing information to the Whitish army from the start.”

Mother’s eyes widened, though she questioned me no further. I expected her
to draw out the full story later, when we had no audience.

Then I noticed the man who was sitting opposite Mother, a man I had never
expected to see again—Ricardin, the emissary from King’s Port who had first
proposed opening trade with Baylore by way of the Great Southern Road.

“Your Majesty!” Ricardin stood and bowed with a flourish. “What an honor.”
Gone were the gold chains about his neck, the rich velvet coat and bands that

had jangled from each wrist. Only three fat gold rings remained.
“Ricardin,” I said, pushing back my tangled thoughts. “Is our salvation your

doing?”
“I wouldn’t be so arrogant as to claim responsibility, Your Majesty. I merely



nudged Lord Ingol in the right direction.”
“And did I hear you’re now a lord?”
Ricardin spread his arms. “Indeed I am. Your Majesty, would you like to take

a walk through the gardens while we discuss your plans?”
“Certainly.”
Ricardin held out an arm, but I fell into step beside him without taking it. I

was not one of his fawning courtiers.
We walked down the elevated corridor to the historic wing and from there

through the secret entrance to the rooftop garden in the Forest wing.
“I didn’t realize you knew about this,” I remarked as we stepped out into the

sun. Though it was late autumn, the space was still green on account of two
rows of pines growing from large pots.

“It is a favorite destination for secret dalliances, Your Majesty.” Ricardin gave
me a roguish grin.

I stepped pointedly away from him. “I hope you don’t have anything of the
sort in mind.” I didn’t have the patience for his games.

“Of course not. You’re not the sort to fall for my charms.” Ricardin’s
expression grew serious. “No, Your Majesty, I merely hoped to discuss our aims
plainly. Without dancing around the issue.”

“Why did your forces come to our aid? Truly?”
“Two reasons. First, because a pair of Whitish ships sailed into our harbor

not long after we dispatched your pleas for help. We were able to sink them, but
it was obvious Whitland intends to conquer us as well. King’s Port is rich in
seafood and minerals, with the right climate for growing a host of delicacies, so
we would prove a valuable asset for any kingdom. Not to mention the fact that
our very existence undermines Whitland’s authority. We have always harbored
Makhori and exiles and helped smuggle magical goods into the Kinship
Thrones, so as long as we remain independent, we lend power to everything
Whitland hates.”

“What was the second reason?”
Smiling, Ricardin strolled to the back of the garden, where bunches of hardy

purple-and-green kale made patterns in place of flowers. I followed him,
curious.

“You, Your Majesty,” he said at last, examining the nearest flowerbed. “You
were so desperate to rule that you bribed courtiers for their vote, yet when
Prince Leoth traveled to King’s Port to begin work on the Great Southern
Road, he claimed you had made plans together that would go into effect
regardless of who took the throne.”

“That’s true.”



“When it became obvious that Whitland sought to tear Itrea apart from
within, I realized you had known this from the start. You had never wanted
power for the sake of power—you needed the throne because it was the only
way to stop the Whitish army. And you would do anything, legal or not, to seize
it.”

I watched him warily. Ricardin had a great deal of power to undermine me if
he chose to.

“I respect that a great deal, Your Majesty. I knew it was only a matter of time
before the Whitish army marched south, so I convinced Lord Ingol that we
should throw our support behind you. As I see it, you’re the only one who has a
chance of stopping Whitland from conquering Itrea. If we fail here, we’ve lost
the war. So we damn well need to win!”

I strode a few paces from Ricardin, one hand resting on the hilt of my sword.
I might lose his support if I said the wrong thing, but I owed it to him to speak
frankly. “You saved us at Twenty-League Town. We were falling back, taking
heavy losses, before your army rode to our rescue. But all we achieved, at great
cost, was enough rations to prolong the siege. Another ten thousand Whitish
soldiers are on their way, and this time they have siege towers.”

“I know, Your Majesty.” Ricardin flashed a sardonic smile. “Do you think it
was mere coincidence we showed up within a day of them? Ever since we left
King’s Port, we’ve had scouts riding the roads all around Baylore Valley, keeping
track of our enemies’ movements. When we saw this new army march from the
Wandering Woods, we sent men to destroy the bridge at Pelek and pushed
ourselves hard to reach Baylore before they did. I imagine one of their siege
towers was sacrificed to serve as a makeshift bridge.”

I was impressed, though I tried to keep my expression level. “But we’ll never
hold the city against fresh troops. We must have lost at least seven thousand
soldiers yesterday, which leaves us badly outnumbered against the new arrivals.
If you stay here, you stand or fall with Baylore. But if you leave now, you can
return safely to King’s Port, heroes of the battle of Twenty-League Town.”

Ricardin was shaking his head. “It takes just as long for us to reach King’s
Port on foot as it does for ships from Chelt to sail into our harbor. A fleet could
be on its way to King’s Port already. By the time we return, the city could be
flattened. No, Your Majesty. When we decided to march north, we threw our lot
in with you. We will stay here and protect Baylore as long as it still stands.”
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Sanctuary

 
ack in the Cheltish wing, I found Cal awake and puffy-eyed amidst the same
crowd that had gathered before, a pair of young servants handing around
millet scones and boiled eggs for breakfast. Mellicante had slipped away,

likely to watch over Baridya, and Mother was conferring with Dellik.
“Any news from the wall?” I asked Dellik.
“Our scouts saw a Whitish force heading out from Twenty-League Town

about an hour ago. That gives us a little less than five hours before they reach
our gates.”

“Right.” I clenched a hand around the hilt of my sword. “And have my
soldiers managed to rest?”

“Those who remained in Baylore did, Your Majesty. I can’t speak for your
troops. Once we knew the Whitish army was still several hours away, we traded
out our trained soldiers for civilians in uniform in case someone was spying on
us.”

“Very good.”
“What are you planning?” Mother asked. “I worry we won’t have enough

able-bodied soldiers to guard the full perimeter.”
“We won’t.”
“Then I can’t see how we will make it through this. Unless you think the

Whitish army plans to wait until we starve, as before.”
“No,” I said. All eyes were on me now, and I looked around at them, taking

stock of my unlikely collection of allies. There was Jassor, a distant relation with
a crooked nose and kind eyes, a thin gash running the length of his cheek;
behind him stood Vyrna, the journalist who had helped save our Makhori
population from the Truthbringers, petite yet fierce-looking in her army
uniform; Professor Tabernath, with his arms folded over his chest, a thin grey



beard circling his mouth; there were Saniya and Carrick, hidden in a corner so I
almost hadn’t seen them, both dressed smartly for their first-ever battle; and
around them, a dozen other servants and Makhori and distant relations, all ready
to take up arms.

“This is our final stand,” I said at last. “The Whitish army will throw
everything at us. They know we are weak, our population crippled by plague.
Our chances of winning are almost nonexistent. But we will fight anyway.”

The silence around me grew heavy.
“We can’t give up hope. Our country is counting on us. Our neighbors and

our loved ones are counting on us. I don’t want any of you speaking of defeat. I
want you to go into the city and hold your heads high, to fight as if victory truly
is within our grasp. If we fall, I want Whitland to suffer for it. I want them
brought low.”

Cal nodded, his hands curling into fists by his sides, and a few others
murmured their agreement.

“Mother, you must arrange the evacuation. If the walls fall, we need the city
cleared so we can keep fighting without worrying about civilians. We will
summon all capable fighters to the main square and send every civilian unable to
fight to shelter in the palace, along with the rations we took from Twenty-
League Town. Then we will barricade the doors and lock the gates.”

I looked around at the solemn faces watching me. They had placed their lives
and their faith in my hands, and for what?

I drew in a deep breath. “If the Whitish army breaches the wall, we must stop
them before they reach the palace. It is our only chance.”

“What about you?” Mother asked sharply. “What happens when your army is
forced to retreat?”

“If we can’t hold the main square, we will shelter in the cathedral. But if it
comes to that, it hardly matters. Neither the palace nor the cathedral were
designed to withstand attack.”

“Are we to have no protection here?”
“Not at the beginning. We can’t afford to keep anyone from the fight. But

there are windows overlooking the palace doors. We can give you bricks and
Weavers’ nets to throw on any Whitish soldiers who break through the gates.”

“And the wounded?” Mellicante’s voice came from the stairwell—I hadn’t
noticed her return.

“I’ll send word to relocate them to the palace.” I was glad of the excuse to
seek out Leoth one last time. If he was still unconscious, I might never have a
chance to say goodbye. “Dellik, Ricardin, Cal, are you ready to put our troops in
place?”



Dellik clasped my mother’s hand before joining me by the entrance to the
Cheltish wing.

“Soldiers, I want the rest of you to report to the main gates in an hour’s
time,” Dellik said. “Once you leave the palace, don’t plan on returning.”

As I started down the walkway to the historic wing, flanked by Dellik and
Ricardin, Cal ran after us.

At the entrance to each wing, we called out the orders—soldiers to the gate,
those remaining behind prepare to barricade the palace. Tylie met us at the
entrance to the Darden wing, her grey hair bedraggled. The common area
behind her looked oddly quiet; my Makhori soldiers had taken heavy losses in
the battle of Twenty-League Town.

Once we left the palace, the sun warming my hair, I began explaining my plan
in a hurried undertone.

“We need to target the siege towers. That’s your job, Cal—we’ll try to leave a
space clear so you and the other Flamespinners can run from one to the other.
Do you know how many Flamespinners we have left?”

“There’s only seven of us,” Cal said, his voice breaking. “We weren’t
expecting so many arrows at the beginning of the fight. Nyla ran away when the
archers started firing, and she keeps calling herself a coward for it. I’m not sure
she’ll be ready to fight later today.”

Only seven, out of thirty…I swallowed. “You did beautifully, Cal. If Nyla
can’t fight this time, we’ll try to make do without her, though we need every
Flamespinner we can get.”

“I know.” Cal kicked at a chipped piece of stone in the street. “I messed up. I
didn’t see the soldiers waiting until it was too late, I—”

“It’s not your fault. None of us expected that.” Another wave of fury swept
through me—Nashella was lucky she was safely locked away in the city cells. If I
could get my hands on her, I would rip her smug face to shreds.

“What’s our strategy?” Dellik asked.
With an effort, I swallowed back my anger. “Ricardin, can your mounted

soldiers clear the barricade at a gallop?”
“Certainly, Your Majesty.”
“Perfect. Then I want all cavalry waiting in Market Street, a hundred paces

from the city gates. If the Whitish army breaks through, I want them to charge
the soldiers and force them back out so we can barricade the gates once more.”

“Easily done, Your Majesty.”
“Dellik, we need as many soldiers on the wall as we can fit. The

Flamespinners need to move freely to set fire to the siege towers before they get
close, but I want rows of archers and swordfighters stationed along the wall for



a thousand paces in either direction of the gates. Down in the city, I want
another line of soldiers waiting to cut off the Whitish army if they break through
the gates. I don’t care if they set fire to our roofs or smash buildings with their
trebuchets. We need to hold them back at all costs.”

“Understood,” Dellik said shortly.
“The same goes for you, Cal. Don’t aim for their trebuchets. No matter what

happens, focus on the siege towers.”
He nodded.
We were nearing the gates, so I quickened my pace. “Dellik, Ricardin, Cal—

pass along orders and start getting our soldiers into place. If we can put together
another barricade where the outer line of soldiers is stationed, get that started
now. I’m going to arrange for the wounded to relocate to the palace.”

Not waiting for their assent, I broke into a jog, turning down Crescent Street.
I was being selfish, putting Leoth above everything else, but I couldn’t think
straight. Worry gnawed at me, a hollow ache expanding in my ribs.

Inside The Fox and Crow, the reception stood empty aside from stacks of
medical supplies that must have been delivered overnight. I went directly to
Leoth’s room, where I found Dakolth sitting almost exactly as I had left him.
Leoth remained unconscious, though his chest rose and fell steadily.

Dakolth turned and grunted when he saw me. “Has Baridya been stabilized?”
“Yes, she’s going to be fine—but we need to clear the city. The Whitish army

has left Twenty-League Town, and they’ll be here within hours. We need to
relocate the wounded.”

“That’s a dangerous proposition. Leoth could sustain serious brain damage if
we move him too soon.”

My heartbeat faltered, and I gripped the door handle, steadying myself. I
struggled to draw breath. If Leoth didn’t make it…

Yet I had to put aside my selfish worries in the face of the looming battle. In
all likelihood, every person in Baylore would be dead before the next day was
up. I squared my shoulders and pulled my gaze away from Leoth’s face, his
forehead half-hidden beneath a swaddling of bandages. “I know. But this part of
the city will likely be under heavy attack from trebuchets, and if the Whitish
army breaks through the gates, this is where most of the fighting will happen.
Unless we move the wounded, they won’t survive the battle.”

“Very well. Find one of the medics down the hall and tell them to make
arrangements. We’ll need more hands to carry everyone. Are there still civilians
around?”

“There should be.”
“Tell as many of them as you can to report here before they evacuate.”



“I will.” I hesitated. “Dakolth, would it harm Leoth if I got closer?”
“For a minute, no.”
I slipped past Dakolth and leaned over to kiss Leoth’s forehead, just below

the mess of bandages.
“I love you,” I whispered. “Don’t leave me. Don’t die, Leoth.”
“Are you fighting again?” Dakolth asked.
“I don’t have any choice.” I straightened, trailing one finger across Leoth’s

cheek. “Stay safe, Dakolth. And take care of Leoth for me.”
“Good luck.”
I nodded and hurried from the room, tears threatening once again. Just

before the reception area, I paused, teeth gritted, and waited until my eyes were
dry. I had to be a warrior. I had to be strong for Itrea.

After giving orders to the other medics I found in The Fox and Crow, I
strode up to a group of old women who had been watching the goings-on from
the window of a spice shop.

“Your Majesty,” one of the women said when I pushed open the door of the
shop. She scrambled to her feet and nearly fell, though the woman beside her
grabbed her elbow with a wrinkled hand just in time.

“No need for formality,” I said hastily. “War is coming to Baylore. We are
rounding up every civilian to seek sanctuary in the palace. But first, we need
help relocating the wounded soldiers. Will you help spread the word and
mobilize any neighbors strong enough to carry the wounded?”

The old women grinned, sharing an eager look.
“Certainly, Your Majesty,” said the one who had nearly fallen.
“Pass along my orders to every building being used as a hospital. And tell the

healers they can find me by the gates if they have any questions.”
Leaving the old women bustling around in excitement, I jogged back to

Market Street. Leoth’s still face, his labored breathing, kept returning to me, and
I tried not to imagine the medics jostling him around as they carried him to the
palace.

Dellik and Cal had already begun herding soldiers up the guard towers onto
the wall, while Ricardin directed mounted soldiers out from the royal stables.
The enchanted bars reinforcing the city gates were in place once more, and the
two Riders stood atop the wall, the enormous crow and hawk circling overhead.
I ran up the stairs to join Dellik, who took several minutes to notice me. She
already had ranks of archers spreading along the wall, their quivers bristling with
more arrows than I had realized our city possessed. My soldiers must have
robbed the bodies of Whitish soldiers on their retreat from Twenty-League
Town. When I glanced down at the street below, I saw one of the old women



from the spice shop carrying the legs of a wounded young man, and I smiled
briefly.

At last Dellik saw me and turned on her heel. “Your Majesty.”
“How is it looking?”
“Chaotic, Your Majesty.”
Looking back down into the city, I spotted a group of children, perhaps ten

or twelve years of age, dragging and carrying our sacks of supplies with
exaggerated expressions of hardship.

Dellik followed my gaze and snorted. “They were a bit too eager to join the
fight. I thought this would keep them safely out of the way.”

“Very good. And the second barricade?”
“Ricardin’s riders should start working on it as soon as their mounts are in

place.”
“Any Makhori around?”
“The Riders are keeping an eye on the approaching army. It’s maybe three

hours away now.”
“Any Weavers? Potioneers?”
“They’re on their way, I think. But we’re out of the explosive potion.”
“I thought we had saved enough to defend the city.”
Dellik grimaced. “As did I. It seems one of our generals persuaded those

Riders to take the last of our stock to aid in the battle of Twenty-League Town.”
I bit back a curse. “And the colored smoke?”
“I didn’t ask about that one.”
Over the next hour, soldiers streamed down Market Street to the city gates.

Mellicante joined me with my armor in a sack, and my soldiers dumped nearly
two hundred salvaged suits of armor near the foot of the guard tower. Many
were useless, as they lacked the greaves that supported the weight of the metal,
but we could always use more helmets and breastplates.

Cal had been discussing strategy with a knot of what looked like
Flamespinners, but he eventually left them behind and ran up to meet me on the
wall, bouncing on his toes when he came to a halt.

“How many Flamespinners do you have?” I asked.
“Seven, just like I’d thought. Nyla says she’s going to fight, but I don’t know

if she should.”
“We need her, Cal. But it will be safer this time. I want every Flamespinner to

wear a full suit of armor. I don’t care if you can’t use a sword—if the fighting
gets too close, you need to fall back. I need you to keep your Flamespinners safe
at all costs.”

“But what if you’re in danger?” He was still bouncing on his toes.



“I don’t care. This isn’t about me or any other person. If the Whitish army
breaches our wall, we can’t save Baylore. We need to put everything we have
into this fight.”

“Your Majesty,” Dellik said from behind me.
Cal froze mid-bounce.
“The rest of your army is here.”
I turned to look down on Market Street, where soldiers flooded the space

between shops. From far off, a thin voice called, “All civilians, seek sanctuary in
the palace! The gates will close soon!”

I stepped to the edge of the wall and stood tall, hands on my hips.
“People of Baylore!”
After a few minutes, the clamor below subsided.
“You have fought bravely, and you have proved yourselves equal to the might

of Whitland. But the coming battle will test us like never before. The Whitish
high king has thrown everything into this final assault. We are now facing an
army capable of breaching our walls and burning our city down.”

The watching soldiers grew quieter still.
“I won’t lie to you. Our chances of success are slim. If we had another choice,

we would take it. But we don’t. Our only hope lies in holding the city walls. If
the Whitish army breaches our gates, we need to fall back, behind the outer
blockade. The cavalry from King’s Port will drive back the oncoming forces,
hopefully far enough to seal the gates once more. If not, our archers will station
themselves behind the second blockade to slow the army. Then we will fall back
to the main square.

“It is here we will make our final stand. If we cannot hold the square, we will
barricade ourselves in Baylore Cathedral. I expect the Whitish army to follow us,
which will give our families in the palace more time to prepare.”

“To prepare what, Your Majesty?” Dellik muttered in my ear.
“I don’t know,” I whispered.
The two Riders had mounted their birds again, and when I glanced toward

the empty plains, I saw the Rider on the hawk wheeling to return to Baylore.
“What news?” I called when he approached.
His hawk lifted its wings to slow its descent and landed heavily on the wall.

The Rider slid from its back and bowed stiffly. “Your Majesty. The army is just
beyond the hill. They are less than an hour away.”

I nodded and stepped back to the rear of the wall.
“My people!” I shouted. “Are you ready to fight?”
Their answering cheer resounded through the street and set my nerves racing.

 



 



D

33

Siege Towers

 
own in the guard building, Mellicante helped strap on my armor once more.
Sitting in the windowless room while shouts and pounding footsteps rang
from every direction made me jump and tense.

“I want you to wear armor too,” I told Mellicante as she fitted my pauldron
over my shoulder.

“I can’t fight with it. You know I can’t. Don’t worry—I promise I won’t
stand in the path of any arrows.”

I grimaced. “Take care of yourself, then. I can’t bear to lose anyone else.
Leoth is still unconscious; I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye.”

“I know.”
While Mellicante continued working, Vyrna slipped into the guard building.
“Your mother wanted me to bring word that the palace is nearly secure,”

Vyrna said. “The injured soldiers have been relocated.”
“Thank you,” I said tightly. Vyrna turned to leave, but as she did, I

remembered something. “Wait. Are you any good at forging handwriting?”
She stopped in the doorway and looked back at me, brow furrowed. “I could

manage it. Why?”
“I need you to return to the palace and find the room where Nashella was

held. Inside, you’ll find a journal with several ripped-out pages, a crumpled piece
of paper, and a quill embossed with silver. I need you to write something for me
in the journal, using that particular quill, imitating the style of handwriting on
the crumpled piece of paper.”

As I spoke, Vyrna’s look of confusion grew.
I took a scrap of paper from the guard’s desk, and Mellicante paused in her

work long enough for me to scribble a short note.
 



My apologies—I was called away on urgent business. I have just learned the demon queen
plans to evacuate her civilians to the rear of the Warehouse District. If you capture enough
civilians, she may surrender.

 
Mellicante looked over my shoulder as I wrote, and when I handed the note

to Vyrna, I said, “I think that journal is somehow enchanted to share
information with the Whitish army. It’s how they knew about our attack on
Twenty-League Town. If we can mislead them, it might buy us enough time to
put a better defense in place around the palace.”

“I’ll go at once,” Vyrna said, blowing on the parchment. Then she dashed
away.

“Do you think it will make a difference?” Mellicante asked.
“At this point, anything is worth trying.”
Mellicante finished securing the last of my armor in silence. I knew we were

both torn between fear for our loved ones and worry for how the battle would
unfold. There was no point sharing false reassurances. We both knew how
much we stood to lose.

Once Mellicante finished, I shook out my stiff legs and stretched my back. I
was already sore from yesterday’s marching and fighting; with the weight of the
armor pressing down on me once more, the familiar aches sprang to life once
more.

My eyes met Mellicante’s, and I nodded grimly. Then I hurried up the stairs
onto the wall.

There it was. The Whitish army had crested the distant hill and now marched
toward us, a sea of blinding silver reflecting the sunlight. The reinforcements
had several dozen horses, but most were on foot.

Then the siege towers rolled into view.
Goose pimples erupted down my neck as one after another emerged in the

column of soldiers. Three, four, five…they kept coming. Each rose dozens of
paces above the ground, pulled by a team of oxen.

Numb, I approached the battlement and rested my hand on the sun-warmed
stone. Eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen—when would they end?

“Cal?” Mellicante’s voice came from behind me. “Cal! Get up here. You need
to see this.”

Footsteps slapped on the stair behind me as a nineteenth and twentieth tower
rolled into view.

“Bloody Varse,” Cal breathed.
I reached for his hand, and he squeezed mine with a crushing grip. “Do what

you can,” I said softly. “I know it’s impossible for seven of you to fight off



twenty siege towers.”
Mellicante stepped to my other side and squeezed my left hand, and we stood

there together as the snaking army grew longer and longer. Without Leoth and
Baridya beside us, I felt weak. Diminished.

Trebuchets emerged after the siege towers, ten of them looming over the
heads of the soldiers, and wagons ground along in their wake, piled high with
stones. As the soldiers drew closer, I could make out dozens of ladders balanced
on their shoulders.

“Where did they get all that wood?” I muttered.
“Their reinforcements might have brought it over from Whitland,” Mellicante

said. “They could have built ladders from the trees along the Larkhaven coast as
well, but the trebuchets and siege towers?” She shook her head. “Maybe they
sent soldiers to the Icebraid Peaks. Either that, or they’ve somehow started
cutting down the Wandering Woods.”

My stomach tightened at this. Daymin was still hidden away in the Wandering
Woods, safe among the Allakoash, but if the Whitish army had figured out a
way to attack the forest directly, how long would it remain standing? I could
imagine it now—Daymin would think himself an Allakoash, until he grew old
enough to recognize that he looked different. I hoped Kashor and Illyoth would
tell him about me. If Daymin was all that remained of our once-mighty
kingdom, I wanted him to know he carried the blood of royalty. Of the last
queen of Itrea.

I turned away from the plains, releasing Cal’s and Mellicante’s hands.
“Are you ready?” I asked Cal.
He nodded, the knot in his throat bobbing as he swallowed.
“Remember, aim for the siege towers. Ignore everything else. I don’t care

how much damage the trebuchets cause, and our regular soldiers can deal with
the ladders.”

He nodded again.
“Then go. And be safe.”
Cal leaned over the wall to call down to his Flamespinners, his voice steady.

“Onto the wall! The Whitish army is approaching!”
As Cal’s seven Flamespinners spread out to either side of the gates, Dellik

began organizing groups of archers to track each approaching tower and ladder.
Our archers had discovered in the most recent fight that arrows weakened the
armor of certain soldiers enough to fell them—especially if they struck the
mouthguard or visor. Dellik had guessed only wealthy soldiers or generals were
able to afford strong proof armor, while the rest of the army would be wearing
inferior crown-issued armor.



We were counting on that weakness. Without enough Flamespinners or
explosives to hold back the Whitish army, our arrows were our only hope.

I would be stationed above the gate, waiting for the fighting to come to us. I
had not mentioned this to Dellik, but I knew my power would serve me well in
the coming battle. The Whitish army would be tired from their march, while I
grew stronger by the minute. I would stay at the front line as long as I remained
standing.

Glancing back over the chaos on Market Street, I saw an incongruent figure
in a deep red gown forcing her way through the soldiers. It wasn’t until she got
closer that I recognized her as Mother.

“The city has evacuated!” she called when she saw me on the wall. “The
wounded and civilians are inside the palace. And the printer shared your orders
with me—it seems the Whitish were fooled by her writing.”

“Good,” I said. “Close the gates and barricade the doors. Turn off all lights
within the palace, and keep away from the windows. We want the Whitish army
to divert to the Warehouse District and the cathedral, thinking the palace stands
empty.”

“And if they break through the gates?”
“Wait behind the windows above the main door. Gather as many heavy

objects as you can and prepare to throw them at the soldiers. If the army makes
it through the doors, flee to the tunnels and try to escape through the servants’
entrance.”

“Where to?”
I had no answer for her. “If you can help the Makhori climb over the

northern end of the city wall, they might find refuge elsewhere. Otherwise…do
whatever you can to hide.”

Mother curtseyed, head bowed, before turning and running back up the street
the way she had come.

Off in the distance, a battle horn rang out over the approaching army. They
were not stopping to rest, nor waiting until nightfall to hide their intentions.
They trusted in their superior force and skill.

They were right to do so.
As the army spread out to approach in a gleaming silver line, I walked along

the wall, following the gap left at the rear for Cal’s Flamespinners to move
freely. I pretended to survey my troops, but I was mostly trying not to drain too
much energy from those nearest me. I needed them at their full strength.

While the army expanded, the siege towers left the road and fell into a line
that paralleled the city walls, trebuchets between them. Now the sounds of their
approach reached us—the creak and grinding of wheels, the rhythmic thunder



of twenty-five thousand soldiers marching, and the neighing of eager warhorses
as their riders held them tightly reined.

The reek of sweat thickened the air, heavy and rank, and I could hear the
shallow whistle of my soldiers breathing too fast. We were terrified. I had no
confident words this time, no false bravado—this would be the end of Itrea, and
when our country fell, so would we.

I passed Nyla, fully armored and clutching her helmet under one arm, and
Vyrna, who had returned from the palace, adjusting and readjusting her grip on
a bow she likely wasn’t trained enough to use properly. Our soldiers had spent
so many spans training, and now we had lost nearly half of them in our first
battle.

The army was closer now, the trebuchets almost within range, so I turned on
my heel and started back toward the gates. When I reached my place on the
wall, Mellicante and Dellik on either side, I slid my helmet into place and drew
my sword. Feet planted firmly on the wall, shoulder-width apart, my unsteady
breathing rattled beneath my helmet. Sweat began to pool inside my gauntlets
and along the back of my neck, itching beneath my hair and making my grip
slippery. At Dellik’s insistence, I wore a flying cloak, which would allow me to
leap from the wall to safety if I needed. The sturdy cloth fell over both
shoulders, weighing me down further still, and I feared it would restrict my
range of motion during the battle. But Dellik was right. If the Whitish army
realized who I was, they would target me directly, and I needed a way to escape
if that happened. She and Mellicante each wore a flying cloak as well, though Cal
did not.

The Whitish army was still out of range, but they seemed to be slowing. The
siege towers ground to a halt, while the trebuchets rolled forward several more
paces, until they sat just before the line of soldiers. They were out of range of
both archers and Flamespinners.

“Sweet seducer,” Mellicante said under her breath. “They’re aiming for the
wall.”

I tensed my grip on the sword, though it would be no use against boulders
hurtling toward us. Every instinct screamed at me to take cover, but if the
trebuchets were as incapable of aiming as they had been in the previous battle,
this part of the wall was as safe as anywhere in the city.

With a creak, a cluster of Whitish soldiers dropped the first stone into the
sturdy leather sling in the trebuchet. Others stones followed, until all ten
trebuchets were loaded. The Whitish soldiers pulled back, and the whole city
seemed to hold its breath.

Then the soldiers released the first trebuchet. The arm swung in a huge arc,



hurling the boulder straight toward the main gates. I dropped to a crouch, heart
thudding in my chest, and watched from between the crenellations as the stone
flew overhead. It struck a nearby rooftop with a crash, and my soldiers shouted
as bricks rained down on those waiting below.

Whitish soldiers surrounded the trebuchets and dragged them back a few
paces, the wheels groaning as they turned.

While five men re-loaded the first sling, another trebuchet let fly.
The grey stone streaked through the air so fast my soldiers couldn’t react.
With a thunderous boom, it smashed into the top of the wall.
I flinched at the earsplitting crack. Soldiers screamed and bodies went flying

as a section of the wall crumbled, sending a cloud of dust over the street below.
From my right, a burst of flame leapt through the air between us and the

Whitish army. It was a Flamespinner trying to stop the trebuchets, though they
were still far out of range.

Another towering arm swung in an arc, and another boulder hurtled toward
the wall. This one struck closer to the gates, the crash deafening. The screams of
my soldiers were lost beneath the avalanche of stone.

This time I gritted my teeth and did not flinch.
“They’re going to kill us all without taking a single casualty,” I said to Dellik.

“What are we supposed to do? Should we pull back?”
“I don’t know, Your Majesty. I’m sorry. I’ve never fought a battle like this

before.”
No, of course not. None of us had. Leoth had studied Whitish battle tactics

for years, but he was not here to advise us. My stomach twisted.
Another boulder streaked through the air toward us, this time hitting on our

left so close the whole wall shook underfoot. I jumped away as fragments of
stone pelted us like hailstones.

“They’re still a ways off, and they’ll run out of stones eventually,” Mellicante
said. “Maybe we should hide in the streets and let them blast our wall to pieces.”

“And what if they move the trebuchets closer and start aiming for the rest of
the city?”

“Then we climb back onto the walls.”
I hated the idea of standing where I couldn’t see the approaching army. But

up here, we would be ripped to shreds.
Two more stones crashed into our wall while I tried to decide. Someone in

armor jogged clumsily toward me, and when he spoke, I recognized him as Cal.
“I’ve lost one of my Flamespinners! She got thrown off the wall and buried in

rocks. And I can’t get over the damage to give orders to the others.”
That decided it. “We need to take shelter in the city until the army runs out of



boulders. I can’t afford to lose any more soldiers.”
“Down to the streets!” Dellik bellowed. “Move back far enough to avoid

getting hit by falling rocks!” She put a hand on the shoulder of a man with a
battle horn. “Take up position in the eastern gate tower, behind the lowest
arrow slits, and as soon as the army comes within range, give us two long blasts
to summon us back onto the wall.”

He nodded, knuckles white where he grasped his horn.
As more boulders hurtled toward the wall, my soldiers shoved their way to

the nearest guard tower, blocking up the stairs as they tried to fight their way off
the wall. Panic had overtaken them; they were not obeying Dellik’s orders but
rather giving in to the overwhelming urge to flee. I hung back, waiting for the
way to clear, tallying each of my friends as they passed. There was Cal, Nyla,
Vyrna, and Professor Tabernath.

Then Mellicante shouted from directly behind me.
“Jump!”
I whirled, trying to see what she was talking about, but Mellicante shoved me

forward. I stumbled against the inner wall, catching myself on the stones. With
another heave, Mellicante grabbed me around the waist, overbalancing me, and
threw me over the wall.

I screamed as I fell, blind with panic. Then I slowed in midair. Of course—I
was wearing a flying cloak. I swallowed my screams, my breathing still fast and
shallow. As I drifted the final distance to the ground, I looked around and saw
Mellicante and Dellik falling slowly just behind me.

Just before we hit the ground, the wall above us exploded. Rocks flew in
every direction, dust and sharp fragments pelting my eyes through the slit in my
helmet, and I shouted, blinded. When my boots touched the ground, I collapsed
forward, off-balance from the explosion.

All around us, broken stones hit flesh and metal with solid thuds, soldiers
screaming.

I tore off my helmet and scrubbed debris from my eyes, which still stung.
“You all right?” Mellicante gasped. She had kept her feet on the way down,

but she started coughing as the dust settled around us.
When the air cleared, I could see that we had escaped most of the damage

where we stood directly behind the city gates. Just a few paces farther back, the
street was buried with pieces of our wall, the boulder from the trebuchet rising
like an island in the midst of the wreckage. Most of my soldiers had pulled back,
but there were bodies scattered amid the rocks, struck down by the impact.

Dellik clambered onto the mound of broken stones and bellowed, “Get back!
Fast! Are you soldiers, or are you cowards?”



My army, which had frozen where they stood, jumped into motion once
more. Soldiers pushed their way out from the guardhouse and dragged wounded
comrades away from the mountain of rubble.

“Are you injured, Your Majesty?” Dellik asked.
I struggled to my feet. “No, I don’t think so.”
“Then go!”
My right cuisse had been dented by a flying rock, and it dug into my leg as I

picked my way through the rubble. Mellicante hovered just beside me, as though
worried I would collapse. Once we climbed over the inner barricade and onto
the clear street, I turned to survey the wreckage.

My heart sank. Most of the upper wall was gone, gouged out by the boulder,
leaving just a narrow strip of sheared-off stone above the gates. If the Whitish
army kept attacking our wall, they wouldn’t even need the siege towers. They
would march right through the gaps they tore in the stonework.

Another shower of stone burst from the wall to my left, and I winced. At this
rate, we wouldn’t be able to defend our wall even if it did remain standing. With
such deep craters smashed into the top, many stretches would be cut off from
the guard towers.

“Did you see how many stones they had?” I asked Mellicante.
“No.”
We continued up the street, swept along in the mass of soldiers, while the last

stragglers fought their way down from the wall. I glanced over my shoulder
whenever a boulder slammed into our battlements; more than once, I saw
soldiers leaping from the wall without flying cloaks. A few landed on nearby
roofs, but most plummeted to the street and did not rise.

When we reached Ricardin’s cavalry just behind the second makeshift
barricade, I called, “Halt! We will wait out the attack here, unless the trebuchets
move closer.”

My army shuffled to a standstill. Some soldiers formed ranks, while others
clustered near the side streets as though ready to flee at the slightest
provocation. A Weaver with a bloodied cheek hurried past, and I grabbed his
wrist. He flinched, and his eyes widened when they alit on my face.

“I thought you Weavers were reinforcing our wall,” I said angrily. “Why is it
crumbling to pieces?”

“We did reinforce it, Your Majesty. We did. I swear. But we only managed to
finish the lower half of the wall, and we didn’t have a chance to test it against
trebuchets.”

“So they won’t be able to tear it down any lower than that?” I jabbed my
finger toward the deep crater above the city gates.



“I don’t know, Your Majesty. I’m sorry. We’re not used to using our
enchantments for battle.”

I glared at him.
“But I think it should hold,” he added hurriedly. “That’s the bit we worked

on. Unless the enchantment’s broken.”
I released his wrist, furious at the Weavers for doing shoddy work, at my

soldiers for turning to cowards at the first sign of danger, at myself for thinking
we stood a chance against the Whitish army…

As the Weaver sloped away, I turned to Mellicante, sheathing my sword. “I’m
sorry.”

“What for?” she asked in surprise.
“For bullying you to become my advisor. For pushing us into this unwinnable

battle because I refused to flee while we still could. For every stupid mistake that
led us to this.”

“They weren’t mistakes. We knew what we were up against as soon as we
realized it was the high king who had sent his army after us. You didn’t keep
fighting because you were delusional or suicidal, but because you believed in
Itrea. Because you knew our kingdom was worth saving. If we had fled, we
might have ended up stranded in the middle of the ocean on a fleet of sinking
ships, no land in sight. At least this way we can die defending what we believe
in. I think that matters, regardless of what happens.” Mellicante smiled faintly.
“And I’m bloody glad you roped me into your service all that time ago. Don’t
you go apologizing for that.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said weakly. “I hope it does matter. Right now it feels
like I’m responsible for every drop of blood spilled today.”

“You’re not. We’re going to stand and fight until the end. Because Baridya
and Leoth are inside the palace right now, and if we don’t keep them safe, no
one will.”

Boulders continued to smash into our wall, the stones crumbling with a roar
like calving glaciers, and in their wake rose disembodied screams. I couldn’t see
anything from where we stood—not the trebuchets, not the flying stones, not
the damage to our wall. I felt as though I watched the scene from afar, the
sounds of destruction muffled, the street trapped in an eerie calm. Standing
here, unable to do anything to stop the assault, was akin to torture.

Then a boulder soared into view above the wall, arcing down to slam into the
remnants of the wall just above the gates. I threw an arm over my face
instinctively, though we were well out of range of the destruction. When I
lowered my arm, I saw the Weaver had been right. Only a few stones crumbled
beneath the impact—the same narrow strip of wall above the gates remained



intact.
Two long blasts of our battle horn cut through the clatter of settling debris.
“Shit,” Mellicante said.
“We need to get back to the wall.” I squashed my helmet over my hair once

more. “I damn well hope they’re nearly out of boulders.”
When I started down the rubble-strewn street at a jog, Dellik shouted, “To

the wall! Spread out and climb any guard towers that haven’t been hit!”
As I jumped down from the inner barricade onto the mountain of rubble, the

soldier with the horn emerged from the guard tower, his face flushed.
“The stairs are blocked, Your Majesty. The tower is collapsing from the

outside.”
“Bloody Varse,” I muttered. Then I raised my voice. “Grab rocks from the

wall! We can build a way up to the top of our gates and defend them from
behind.”

Stooping, I grabbed two stones of my own, both roughly square though they
were sheared away on one side. When I reached the foot of the gates, I dropped
them directly behind the metal grate reinforcing the wood. Then I darted back
to allow others to add their stones to the pile.

Before long, an unstable mountain of rock grew behind the gates. Once my
soldiers could no longer reach the top, they began throwing their stones into
place, sending others clattering down the sides as they settled.

“That’s enough!” I shouted. When the last stones stilled, I put a foot on the
base of the mound and tested my weight, nudging at the debris until the loose
rocks held. Placing each foot carefully, I began climbing the mountain of rubble,
rocks shifting underfoot.

When at last I reached the top, my head and shoulders rose above the
remaining strip of wall. I grabbed the crumbling stones to steady myself and
leaned forward.

Then my throat closed up.
The army had abandoned its trebuchets and surged forward. Already the foot

soldiers were within twenty paces of the wall, while the siege towers creaked
their way slowly forward in the wake of the army.

To my left, our soldiers were emerging onto the wall from an intact guard
tower, shields raised. Several wore armor—I hoped Cal was among them.

Then a volley of arrows whistled overhead. I ducked behind the wall, but they
weren’t aiming for me. The arrows fell into the city, striking the soldiers who
waited behind me.

Men and women shouted in pain, but I didn’t have time to see who fell.
“Archers, to me!” I called.



A dozen archers began slipping and stumbling their way up the mountain of
rubble, Vyrna among them. One fell and dropped his bow, and he had to skid
back down to retrieve it, while another tripped and grabbed the nearest archer
by the arm to steady herself.

“Are you all right?” I asked Vyrna when she finally dragged herself up to the
wall beside me, gripping the remaining stones with both hands.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” she said breathlessly. “But I think I prefer journalism.”
Though I had never learned to use one, I wished I had a bow of my own. It

grated at my nerves to stand there while the Whitish army approached, helpless
to stop them. I had no Potioneers’ explosives, no Weavers’ net, no arrows to
fire at the enemy.

“Aim for the front line,” I ordered my archers. “Keep firing until half your
arrows are gone. We need to slow their approach until our Flamespinners are in
place.”

I stumbled aside to give my place to another archer, backing away to the edge
of the mound of rubble, where it began to slope downward. From here, I had to
stand on my toes to see the army below, while the siege towers and trebuchets
loomed far over the remains of the wall.

Vyrna’s fingers shook as she nocked an arrow to her bow, and when an
archer beside her fired, she released her arrow too soon. It fell uselessly from
her bow, dropping over the wall onto the field below.

Vyrna cringed.
“Don’t worry!” I said. “Just keep firing. The Flamespinners will take over

soon enough.” I hoped this was true.
As our dozen archers behind the gates began firing, archers on both sides

followed suit. But the Whitish volleys were relentless. They never seemed to run
low on arrows, nor slow their unending attack. While most of our archers’
arrows glanced off armor, the Whitish arrows were far deadlier. Less than half
of our army wore Weavers’ coats and helmets; those without were terribly
exposed. I hoped those without armor would duck behind the battlements, but I
could see nothing of what unfolded on the wall, except that a storm of arrows
flew in both directions.

Through it all, the siege towers continued grinding their way closer, the oxen
grunting as they strained to pull the weight forward. One was aiming directly for
the gap above the main gates. If they landed here, they would be able to run
down the mound of rubble we had piled behind the gates.

“Hold,” I said, one hand on the hilt of my sword. “Prepare to fire as soon as
the tower touches down.”

My dozen archers nocked their bows and aimed for the siege tower, where



wooden slats protected the stairway inside. As it drew closer still, I craned my
neck to see over the wall and spotted soldiers below jumping onto the moving
platform.

I turned to the street behind me. “Are there any Flamespinners around?” I
shouted.

No one replied. Only a few soldiers remained standing around the base of the
mound of rubble; the others had dispersed to nearby stretches of the wall, or
else fallen with arrows sprouting from their chests. The Whitish army would
flood right through our main gates, and no one was here to stop them.

Just as I turned back to the wall, flames whooshed through the air and
engulfed the top of a different siege tower. The flames circled their way down
the tower, blazing brighter the farther they spread, until the whole structure was
on fire. Whitish soldiers flung themselves off the tower, crumpling under the
weight of their armor when they hit the field.

A minute later, the siege tower before us ground to a halt, looming over the
destroyed wall above the gates. Then a wood panel from the tower swung down
and thudded onto the crumbled wall, forming a bridge.

The Whitish army had breached our city.
 

 



I

34

The Final Stand

 
stumbled to the peak of the rubble mound, shoving Vyrna aside. The archers
would be no use at close range.

“Fire once and then retreat!” I shouted. “I need swords here, now!”
A wave of Whitish soldiers burst from the tower. My dozen archers fired at

them, felling three, but the remaining soldiers just leapt over the bodies. I
planted myself in their path, sword in one hand, mace in the other, though it
was hard to gain a solid footing on the shifting mountain of rocks.

Behind me, stones clattered away as my archers fled down the mound. Where
was my backup? Were there other soldiers around at all?

Then the Whitish soldiers charged at me. There were dozens—when I swung
my mace and sword, it was like trying to fell a solid wall. My efforts made no
difference.

They slammed me backward, and I yelped as I fell down the loose mound,
skidding all the way to the street. The Whitish soldiers didn’t even bother to
finish me off; they left me where I lay, momentarily stunned, while soldier after
soldier poured from the tower and stumbled down the mound.

As soon as my head stopped spinning, I crawled away from the gates into the
shadow of an alley before scrambling to my feet. Then I sprinted along the base
of the wall, shouting, “We need backup at the gates! The Whitish army has
broken through!”

“They’re swamping us here, too!” a man shouted back.
Cursing under my breath, I turned a corner and dashed toward the outer

barricade, where Ricardin’s forces were waiting. This second barricade did not
extend past the main street, so I raced up the alley, clambered over the inner
barricade, and dashed another block north past the second barricade before
cutting left to find the cavalry. I encountered no one along the way. Where had



my soldiers gone? Were they all fighting on the wall?
When I drew within sight of the main street, I saw the rear of the column of

cavalry galloping down Market Street. Hooves thundered on cobblestones, and
men shouted, weapons held high.

As the last of the horses charged past, I stepped onto Market Street, which
smelled strongly of manure. How long until the cavalry were overwhelmed? The
horses would struggle to maneuver in such tight streets; after this first charge,
they might be slaughtered as they tried to turn back and re-form ranks.

I had to get back to the wall. The fight had barely begun, and already we were
crumbling. I feared it might be time to give up. To retreat to the main square
and make our final stand.

Turning away from Market Street, I broke into a run as I started back down
the alley, past darkened windows and reeking mounds of horse manure, the
shouts and clangs and crackling flames from the battle growing louder as I
neared. My armor chafed, slamming its weight against my already-bruised
muscles with each heavy footfall, though the Weavers’ boots took the edge off
the pain.

The first guard tower I reached was already overrun with Whitish soldiers.
Ladders sprouted over the top of the wall, and behind, a dark plume of smoke
rose from the burning siege tower.

Sweat ran down my forehead beneath my helmet, stinging as it dripped into
my eyes. I blinked it away and broke into a jog again, searching for the next
guard tower. I had never been in this part of the city before, but it was
impossible to lose my way with the roar of the battle guiding me toward the
wall. Soon I reached the next guard tower, this one surrounded by my own
soldiers.

I charged up the stairs, not stopping to make sure it was safe, and burst onto
the wall. The nearest soldiers aimed arrows at my head, but they lowered them
once they recognized my blue-painted armor.

“How are you holding up?” I panted, staggering to the battlement.
“They haven’t attacked this part yet,” said a potbellied man whose helmet sat

askew. “Looks pretty bad at the gates.”
“It is.”
From here, I could see the army spread below, the front ranks directly below

the wall. Our archers seemed to be making no dent in their numbers. The
thunder of footsteps and shouting nearly drowned out all other sound from up
here. Three siege towers blazed with fire, one of which had collapsed, its top
half smoldering in the grasses behind the base. Fifteen more had reached the
wall, rising above the stone like scaffolding, disgorging waves of soldiers from



their innards. Ladders rose one after another against the wall, soldiers climbing
in an endless stream. Two ladders were on fire, along with a strip of grass not
far from us. The Flamespinners had likely panicked, unable to reach the siege
towers in time, and started setting fire to whatever lay within range.

Where were the Weavers’ nets? Where was the Potioneers’ smoke? In the
chaos of the attack, these seemed to have been forgotten.

Far beyond the fighting, the trebuchets were rolling forward, the groan of
their enormous wheels cutting through the sounds of battle.

We had already lost. Without the explosives and the Flamespinners to give us
an edge, we were dying.

I started jogging toward the city gates, scanning the soldiers for a familiar
face.

“Where are you going?” the potbellied man called after me. “It’s overrun with
Whitish soldiers up that way.”

I didn’t respond. I dashed past archers who had used up their last arrows,
swordfighters waiting for the Whitish to reach the wall, and Weavers with their
distinctive silver hair escaping from beneath their helmets. Then I spotted a
soldier in blue-painted armor. I slowed, and when the soldier turned, I
recognized Cal. For a moment, he didn’t seem to register who I was—his eyes
were wide and glassy.

“Cal!” I said.
He flinched.
“What’s happening? Why haven’t your Flamespinners burned more siege

towers?”
“I don’t know,” he said weakly. “I have no idea where they are. I got two of

the towers, and someone else must’ve hit the third, but now they’re going after
ladders. Everything else is out of range. I tried getting through to the gates, but
the wall’s been destroyed and there are Whitish soldiers everywhere.”

“I know,” I said grimly. “And they’ve got a siege tower feeding right onto
Market Street. If we’re not careful, they’ll swarm Baylore and cut off our
retreat.”

“What about our mounted soldiers?”
“They’ve charged the gates, but I don’t know how long they’ll hold. None of

them have armor.”
Behind us, a siege tower rolled closer to the wall, wheels grinding.
“Can you get that?”
Cal readjusted his helmet and broke into a run. He raised his hands, still

running, and sent flame billowing through the air around the tower.
Soldiers howled as thick, oily smoke enveloped the top of the tower. Cal



slowed, leaning against the crenellations, and pushed the fire out farther still,
until the top half of the siege tower vanished in the blaze.

When he let his hands drop, the flames held, flickering up the wood and
consuming the soldiers within.

“There!” someone shouted from down below.
Archers aimed at us and let fly—I shoved Cal forward, sending us both 

sprawling on the wall, seconds before a mess of arrows whizzed overhead.  
“Maybe that’s what happened to your other Flamespinners,” I said grimly,

rolling off Cal. Metal jabbed into my knee, and I looked down—I had a new
dent in my armor. “The Whitish soldiers realized how valuable you were.”

“I’m sorry,” Cal mumbled.
“Don’t apologize. Do you know where Dellik is?”
“Back that way, I think.”
I sat back on my heels, keeping my head below the crenellations. Cal was

pointing toward the section of wall we had almost lost, between the main gates
and the first guard tower. I groaned.

“We can’t hold the wall any longer,” I said grimly. “I think it’s time to retreat
to the main square.”

Cal gave me a panicked look.
“Come with me. I need you to help clear the way.”
He nodded, face pale. Hunched over, Cal and I ran clumsily back toward the

guard tower I had climbed.
“What’s happening?” the potbellied man asked when he caught sight of us.
“We need to pull back to the main square. We’re abandoning the wall.”
He took a step backward, eyes widening. “But the fight’s just begun!”
“And we’ve already lost. Can you help pass along the orders?”
“Bloody Varse,” he muttered. “Sure, sure, I’ll do it. I can’t believe we’re just

giving up. Letting them stomp all over us.”
I marched away without responding. He didn’t realize how bad the fighting

had gotten closer to the gates.
At the foot of the guard tower stairs, Cal and I broke into a run toward the

gates, where the Whitish army had directed most of its troops. Cal lagged
behind, his heavy armor slowing him—he had not practiced fighting in armor,
and he couldn’t draw in additional energy the way I could.

When we turned a corner onto an alley running just below the wall, I skidded
to a halt. Whitish soldiers streamed down stairs of the guard tower just ahead,
racing toward Market Street.

“I can get them from here,” Cal said softly.
“Then do it.”



He raised a hand, and flames sprang up around the soldier at the foot of the
stairs. He roared and flailed his arms, but the flames burrowed through the gaps
in his armor. The smell of burning flesh drifted back toward us.

As the soldier behind him shoved him aside, the flames leapt onto him
instead. The first soldier collapsed in the street while the second bellowed and
tore off his helmet.

“It’s the fire demon!” a third soldier shouted, forcing his way from the guard
tower and pointing at Cal. “Get him!”

A knot of Whitish soldiers turned and charged at us, yelling wordlessly.
We held our ground.
As they raced closer, a wall of fire roared to life in the middle of the alley. The

soldiers didn’t have time to react, and those in front barreled straight through,
screaming. When they emerged from the other side, smoke rose from the gaps
in their armor. Those behind held back, unwilling to plunge through the inferno.

“Keep the fire in place!” I shouted at Cal. “I’ll handle the soldiers.”
I stepped in front of Cal, not wanting him to lose his concentration, and drew

my sword. Even from here, the heat from the wall of fire rippled over us.
Two of the Whitish soldiers stalked toward me while a third ripped off his

helmet, cursing. His hair was smoldering.
Lunging around the first two soldiers, I slammed my sword into the exposed

throat of the third. Blood leaked down his neck, and his cursing died in a gurgle.
When the other two soldiers tried to dodge around me toward Cal, I rammed

my shoulder into one of them, throwing him off balance. The second made it
past, and the white-hot glow from the fire dimmed as Cal stumbled away.

I yanked my mace from the loop in my belt. The first soldier straightened and
raised his sword, but I dashed after the second.

“Behind you!” the first soldier yelled.
The second turned, but it was too late. I slammed my mace onto the top of

his helmet with all my strength. He grunted and dropped to his knees,
unconscious—or dead.

The heat bled from the air, and I turned to see the fire flickering out.
“Again!” I shouted at Cal.
He stepped back another pace, regaining his footing, and sent another blast of

flame into the alley.
This time, he caught the first soldier on the way. While the man slapped at his

smoldering beard, I charged at him. He was heavier than I had expected—I had
intended to shove him into the flames, but he merely rocked on his feet.

I was too close for a swing with my mace, so I dropped it and fumbled for my
dagger.



The Whitish soldier grabbed my right wrist and twisted it, popping my joints
with a sharp jolt of pain, but I managed to wrap my left hand around the hilt of
my dagger. While the soldier’s grip tightened, I rammed the dagger into the gap
just below his pauldron.

With a hiss of pain, the soldier released my wrist and took a step back.
I darted after him and stabbed my dagger underneath his helmet—it caught

on something and did not pierce his flesh, but he drew back another pace,
raising his sword.

The heat was more intense here, the flames blinding.
Dropping my sword and scooping up my mace once more, I swung it wildly

at his arm. He tried to block, but the blow knocked his sword aside.
This time the collision overbalanced him, and he staggered right into the wall

of flames.
No other soldiers stood between us and the flames.
I looked back at Cal, and he let the fire subside, leaving black marks where it

had scorched the stones on either side of the alley.
Six more soldiers lay dead in its wake. Most had torn their helmets off in

desperation, and the skin of their faces was charred and disfigured. No other
soldiers ventured down the guard tower stairs.

I sheathed my dagger and stooped to retrieve my sword. “Let’s go.”
Cal’s hand shook as he lowered it. Moving cautiously now, we picked our way

over the dead. Even the stones radiated heat as we passed, and sweat drenched
my hair.

Halfway up the guard tower stairs, we ran across two more Whitish soldiers.
Cal blasted them with flames before I had time to react, and as the first tried to
scramble blindly back the way he had come, I smashed my sword through his
visor.

At last we reached the wall. Everything was chaos—Whitish soldiers climbed
over the battlements from siege towers and ladders, my soldiers tangled up with
them, while below, a general on horseback shouted orders.

“Dellik!” I yelled, my voice lost in the clamor. “Dellik, where are you?”
This was hopeless. I shoved my way through the melee, slamming Whitish

soldiers out of the way with my mace. They did not seem concerned with killing
my soldiers on the wall; they were more interested in getting past us into the
city. There were three Whitish soldiers for every one of ours, and I couldn’t
recognize any of our armored fighters.

I rammed my way past another Whitish soldier and found one of our
unarmored soldiers huddled in a crouch behind the battlements, a trumpet
across his knees. He was much too young to be fighting.



“I need that,” I said, taking the trumpet from his feeble grip. “Get yourself
off this wall. That’s an order.”

He scrambled to his feet and dashed away, leaving a bloodstain where his
shoulder had rested against the stones.

I retreated a few steps until I stood beside the destroyed chunk of our wall,
where the fighting thinned.

Pulling off my helmet, I blew three long blasts on the trumpet. The signal for
retreat. I had never played a trumpet before, and the notes came out brassy and
earsplitting, but all along the wall, my soldiers paused to look my way.

“Retreat!” I bellowed. “Fall back!”
Other soldiers took up the cry, passing it down the length of the wall. Far to

the east, I heard another trumpet blasting out the same three notes.
“Let’s go,” I told Cal. “We need to secure the main square.”
He still looked dazed. Taking his hand, which still shook, I dragged him back

toward the guard tower. As we raced down the steps, Whitish soldiers jogged at
our heels, but they paid us no heed.

Down in the alley, the sounds of fighting were muffled, though smoke still 
hung thick in the air.  

“Are you all right?” I asked Cal softly.
“I’m fine. But what if Lyla’s not? What if the palace falls and I never get a

chance to say goodbye to my mother?”
“It won’t,” I said fiercely.
Cal nodded. I knew he didn’t believe my false bravado, but it was all we had

left.
We broke into a jog, following the back street as it wound its way toward the

city center. I wasn’t entirely sure where we were, but I hoped we would emerge
onto a major street eventually.

We came across three Whitish soldiers as we ran; Cal dispatched them in
quick bursts of flame, targeting the gaps in their armor rather than surrounding
them in fire.

He soon lagged, his breath rasping, and I slowed to wait for him.
“You—go ahead,” Cal gasped. “I’m not used—to this armor.”
“We can’t be far. I won’t be able to hold the square without you.”
Cal rested his bare, soot-streaked hands on his armored knees, shoulders

heaving. “It’s this damn—weight. I—should’ve trained—in armor.”
“I know.” Up until the battle of Twenty-League Town, we had only owned a

few suits of armor. I wished I had trained the rest of my Makhori and generals
with it as well. “Are you wearing your Weavers’ armor underneath?”

“No, I—gave it to Vyrna.” Cal straightened and began clomping forward



once more, his breathing still labored. “I’ll be fine. Let’s—go.”
We forged on ahead, through quieter and quieter streets. Either the Whitish

army had not penetrated this deep into Baylore yet, or they were channeling
their forces to Market Street. They could already be at the palace gates.

My throat closed up at this thought. Now I struggled to draw breath as well,
winded and panicked.

At last we reached a dead end. Ahead lay a familiar wall—the exterior of
Baylore University.

“Thank the cloudy gods,” I said faintly. Cal had recovered, so we picked up
our pace down the final stretch of road to the main square.

When the street opened up, I let out my breath in relief.
The Whitish soldiers had yet to reach the main square.
I wondered if they had diverted to the Warehouse District, searching for the

building where our civilians supposedly sheltered.
I dashed the final distance past the fountain to the palace gates. I hoped

Mother was watching from the window above the square. As soon as she saw
my army assembling here, she would know we had lost. Our only hope now was
to buy time. If we could form a wall and hold the Whitish army back from the
palace and cathedral, we would give our Makhori civilians enough time to flee.

And then what?
I pushed that thought away. Our Makhori would have a better chance of

surviving outside the city walls than within.
Nearby, a robed scholar emerged from the cathedral and descended the stairs

to the gates. “Your Majesty,” he called. “How goes the battle?”
“We’ve lost. Our forces should be retreating now. We will try to hold the

square, and if that fails, we will retreat to the palace grounds and the cathedral.”
“Very well, Your Majesty. We will take shelter in the cellar, unless we can

assist you in any other way.”
“No. You should keep yourselves safe.”
Nodding, the scholar unlocked the cathedral gates and left them ajar. “We

have faith in you, Your Majesty. Our city is in your hands.”
I tried to smile, though it felt more like a grimace. Their faith was misplaced.

Mine had been as well. All along, I thought I would be able to find a way out of
this if I only had the support of my people. And now that I had finally won their
favor, I was leading them to their demise.

“Where is the rest of the Whitish army?” Cal asked hoarsely. “Shouldn’t they
be here by now?”

“I fed them false information. They think our civilians are hiding in the
Warehouse District, and that they are key to my surrender.” I fell into a fighting



stance, watching the end of Market Street. “But they’ll figure out the truth soon
enough. We don’t have much longer.”

Readjusting his helmet, Cal turned to watch the empty square. From all
around, the sounds of battle were drawing nearer.

Before long, a clump of our soldiers burst from a side street and stumbled
across the square. A pair of Whitish soldiers barreled after them, but when they
saw us guarding the gates, they stopped on the opposite side of the square.
Clattering hooves and whinnying horses rang from Market Street—somehow,
unbelievably, Ricardin’s cavalry held back the main tide of the Whitish army.

More soldiers dashed into the main square, most appearing from the direction
of Baylore University.

“If you can still fight, stand with me,” I called. “If you are injured, seek refuge
in the cathedral.”

Two soldiers broke away from their fellows and started for the cathedral, one
limping heavily, the other clutching an arm stained dark with blood. The others
jogged across the square to join me before the palace gates.

Handfuls of Whitish soldiers appeared among my army, but they broke away
to stand with their fellows at the opposite end of the square, awaiting orders.

Before long, a great wave of Itrean soldiers swarmed the square, battered and
grimy, some supporting injured companions.

“To me!” I shouted. “We must hold the square!”
My soldiers converged on either side of me, forming a wall several bodies

deep that stretched in front of both the palace and cathedral gates.
Then, all at once, the flood of soldiers stopped. Hundreds had joined me, yet

thousands more remained in the streets.
We could never hold back the Whitish army alone.
“Stay here,” I ordered Cal.
“What’re you—”
Drawing my sword, I shouldered my way past the ranks of Itrean soldiers.

Then I charged across the square toward Market Street. The clamor of fighting
resounded off buildings here, and one block down, I had to leap clumsily over
the legs of a fallen horse, my armor clanking.

Ricardin!” I yelled as loudly as I could. Even then, my voice was lost in the
clash of swords and clop of hoofbeats. “Soldiers from King’s Port! Retreat to
the main square!”

Hoofbeats approached, and a young man reined in his horse as he rounded
the corner. “The Whitish army is swarming us. If we let them past, the city will
fall.”

“It’s already fallen,” I shouted back. “We’ve withdrawn from the walls. Pull



back and help us hold the main square, or we’ll collapse as soon as the Whitish
army reaches us.”

“Who gives these orders?”
“The queen of Itrea!”
The rider saluted and turned his horse back to the fighting. As I jogged back

toward the square, his voice rose behind me. “Fall back to the main square! By
order of Queen Kalleah, fall back!”

When I dashed back into the square, the ranks of Whitish soldiers had
swollen. Many were emerging from the direction of the Warehouse District—
they must have seen my deception for what it was.

Then a cacophony of hooves on stone rang from Market Street. Forty cavalry
galloped onto the main square and straight toward the palace gates, not slowing
until they reached our wall of soldiers. They wheeled at the last moment and
turned to face the growing Whitish force, horses prancing nervously.

In their wake, thousands of our soldiers dashed up Market Street, swords
unsheathed, tripping over one another in their haste to flee. When they reached
our line of waiting troops, they stumbled to a halt, adding many rows to our
defensive wall.

When I reached my soldiers, I stopped before them and turned to face the
Whitish troops. I had lost sight of Cal in the confusion, and I had seen no trace
of Mellicante or Dellik in what seemed like hours.

Shifting my grip on my sword, I watched the growing Whitish forces. Any
moment now, they could charge. I doubted we would hold out long against their
attack.

“Does anyone still have Weavers’ nets or Potioneers’ smoke?” I asked the
soldier standing just behind me.

“Dunno.”
“Pass along the word. We need every advantage we can get.”
Behind me, I heard a jumble of voices as my soldiers sent my orders rippling

down the column.
Still the Whitish army did not attack.
What were they waiting for?
With each minute that passed, my apprehension grew, sweat trickling down

my neck to soak the top of my shirt. The Whitish had no need to wait…unless
they knew something we didn’t.

Time seemed to slow down. All around came the sound of ragged breathing,
of horses’ hooves pawing impatiently at the cobblestones, of metal clicking as
soldiers readjusted their grips on swords or slid helmets into place. The sun had
dropped in the sky, casting an orange glow across the rooftops nearby, and off



in the distance, pillars of smoke still rose from the battlefield.
Come on, I thought. What are you waiting for?
Then, with a growing roar, a wave of Whitish soldiers, thousands upon

thousands, surged onto the main square. Some came from the direction of the
Warehouse District, others from Market Street, sweeping toward us like a
tempest, gaining momentum as they ran.

I took an involuntary step back and collided with the flank of a horse.
The tide of Whitish barreled closer, swords raised, bellowing war cries.
I lifted my sword and fell into a defensive stance, though every instinct urged

me to flee.
“Archers!” I shouted. “Flamespinners! Potioneers! Slow their charge!”
As the Whitish soldiers swept closer still, charging past the fountain, a

scattering of arrows flew into their midst. In their wake, Potioneers’ bottles and
Weavers’ nets dropped onto the front ranks.

The Potioneers’ bottles burst open beneath the feet of the army, sending
colorful smoke billowing into the air and wreathing the soldiers in haze. At the
same time, several dozen nets unfurled as fast as birds spreading their wings,
dragging soldiers to the ground and trapping them motionless.

Behind, soldiers stumbled over their fallen comrades, slowing the charge.
But it was not enough.
Seconds later, the front of the Whitish army slammed into my troops. Two

soldiers rammed into me, throwing me backward, and I would have fallen if not
for the tight ranks behind.

Others were not so lucky. Those without armor dropped before the assault,
trampled under the sheer weight of the Whitish army, while Ricardin’s cavalry
withdrew to the edge of the square so as not to get trapped between the two
forces.

Hemmed in by the press of bodies, I couldn’t raise my sword. I tried striking
out with my mace, but the Whitish assault was relentless, driving us back,
grinding us against the palace wall.

Flashes of fire rose above the Whitish army, and more nets flew, but we were
trapped.

This was the end.
I could hardly breathe in the suffocating mass of bodies. I stumbled back, my

own soldiers giving way to my armored bulk, and found myself pinned against a
stone wall.

“Fall back!” I shouted breathlessly. “Into the palace grounds! Into the
cathedral! Go!”

I couldn’t see anything except the bodies around me. I couldn’t tell if anyone



had heard my command.
Then a blast of flame erupted in the square not three paces before me, the

heat searing my eyes. The press of bodies suddenly eased, and I pushed my way
forward to see a circle of Whitish soldiers felled by the flames.

“Back!” I yelled once more. “Fall back behind the gates!”
From my left, a horn rang out, followed by the thunder of hooves as

Ricardin’s cavalry charged through the mess of fighting.
Whitish soldiers drew back, letting the horses gallop past, and in the brief lull,

my troops swarmed toward the gates of the palace and cathedral.
I stood my ground, the charred bodies of Whitish soldiers before me.
The cavalry wheeled for another charge, and slowly our end of the square

began to clear. I heard the clank of armor behind me and turned to see Cal
plodding closer.

“Go!” I snapped at him. “Into the palace grounds!”
“What about you?” he demanded. “I won’t let you stay out here alone.”
“I need to distract them long enough for our Makhori to flee. If you stay here

and they recognize you as a Flamespinner, they might just kill us both.”
Cal stayed where he was, folding his arms.
“Please, Cal.”
As the cavalry thundered past a third time, he pulled off his helmet and stared

at me, eyes bright with pain.
Then, at last, he turned and shuffled through the palace gates.
My soldiers had cleared away, leaving this end of the square empty. Cal locked

the palace gates behind him, and as Ricardin’s forces reached the cathedral gates,
they galloped through and up the stairs, hooves clacking on the marble. Behind
him, a plume of blue smoke drifted skyward.

At last I stood alone at the northern end of the square, my sword held limply
by my side, surrounded by enemies.
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The Blood of Demons

 
s the smoke cleared, a Whitish general rode up from Market Street, his
forces pulling back to make way.

“I wish to speak to the leader of this army!” he bellowed, his Whitish
accent much thicker than any I had heard from the Truthbringers.

I stepped forward and pulled off my helmet. “I am Queen Kalleah, leader of
the forces of Itrea. Speak now, or my archers will finish you off.”

The general sheathed his sword. “This is folly. You must see that. We have
taken your city, and your army is crumbling. High King Warrow does not want
to slaughter civilians. He wishes to give Itrea peace and stability under his rule.”

“Under what conditions?” I asked flatly, already knowing the answer.
“We must rid your land of the taint of demonflesh.”
“And this is why we still fight. We are all demons in your eyes. Every one of

us carries Makhori blood. We might not manifest powers now, but our children
could, or our grandchildren. How could we consent to live beneath a tyrant who
would rip our children from our arms and slaughter them?”

The general’s knuckles whitened as his grip grew tighter on his reins. “We
know your civilians are hiding in the palace.”

My lungs deflated. How had they guessed?
“This is your last chance. If you don’t surrender now, every last one of your

countrymen will die.”
I struggled to draw breath. Tens of thousands of Makhori had hidden out in

the palace, and I doubted many had managed to evacuate. If the Whitish army
tried to force their way into the palace now, they would easily overcome my
remaining forces.

All around, the Whitish soldiers had quieted, hanging onto our words. The
general watched me, his cold blue eyes glittering. He knew he had me cornered.



What would my father do? What would Leoth do?
I took a deep breath. “We will never surrender to your tyrant king or your

oppressive laws. We would rather die free than live forever in fear.”
I had no plan. I merely hoped to distract the Whitish forces long enough to

allow more Makhori to evacuate.
The general inclined his head, a cruel smile spreading across his face. “Very

well. You will have an excellent view of the battle as it unfolds, little queen. I
intend to teach you exactly what a fight to the death means. These streets will
run red with blood before the sun sets.”

Little queen—the energy that had built within me surged at the condescension
in his tone. I yanked my sword from its hilt and charged at him, aiming for the
exposed flank of his horse.

Before I could reach him, the general wheeled his mount and galloped past
me, shouting, “To the palace! Kill all you find!”

I was forced to slow as a wave of Whitish soldiers surged across the square. I
grabbed my mace, slashing and hammering at everyone I could reach, but the
soldiers ignored me. A few fell before my assault, but they were replaced by
hundreds more. I felt like an ant trying to hold back floodwaters bursting from a
dam.

I darted back a step, searching for a weakness, somewhere I could make a
difference in the fight.

As I did, a tight clump of Whitish soldiers burst from Market Street, carrying
an iron-tipped battering ram they hadn’t even bothered to use on our city gates.

I skirted around the river of Whitish soldiers and dashed at them. They were
clumsy from the weight of the battering ram and had no way to defend
themselves.

When I raised my sword and slammed it through the side of one man’s
breastplate, he dropped to the ground. But my sword caught in his armor and
wrenched from my hand.

His fellows pushed forward, trampling him underfoot. Then they were gone,
the fallen soldier lying motionless with my sword protruding from his armored
ribs.

I abandoned the sword and switched my mace to my right hand. The general
must have ordered his soldiers not to harm me. Was he still hoping we would
surrender? If so, he was a fool.

The soldiers with the battering ram reached the palace gates and broke into a
jog. They smashed the iron tip into the gates with a thunderous clang, and the
gates juddered back and forth. The bolt keeping them in place barely held.

The soldiers retreated a few paces, hefting the battering ram between them.



Then they ran at the gates again.
With a ringing crash, the bolt snapped free and the gates swung back,

creaking.
A cheer rose over the Whitish army.
“Someone grab the little queen before she hurts herself,” the general shouted

as his soldiers surged forward. “I want her to get a good look at this.”
Six men in armor surrounded me. I flailed my mace at them; one of the

soldiers allowed it to hit his shoulder before spinning to grab the head of the
mace while I tried to withdraw it. He wrenched it from my hand while another
soldier snatched my dagger from my belt.

All six were much larger than I, and when they turned me around and
marched me toward the fountain, I was pinned in place between them, fighting
to keep my footing.

At the fountain, two of the soldiers climbed onto the rim and dragged me up
with their hands under my arms.

From here, I had a clear view of the palace entrance. The soldiers with the
battering ram were running up the steps toward the towering double doors, a
row of soldiers on either side forcing back my troops. As they drew near, the
window above the doors opened a crack.

The soldiers slammed the battering ram against the gates with a boom that
shook the ground.

The doors held.
As the men stepped back for another attack, a handful of brave civilians

clustered around the window and began throwing rocks and plates and goblets
onto the army at the steps.

The general waded through his soldiers, his horse stepping carefully as men
raced past on all sides.

“Have you begun to reconsider, little queen?” he shouted.
“Never!”
I tried to yank my arms free, but the soldiers’ grip was so fierce I couldn’t

even shift them a finger’s breadth.
Ahead of me, the battering ram crashed against the palace doors once again.

Still they held.
Whitish soldiers began spilling around the palace, filling up the space inside

the wall and forcing my own soldiers farther and farther back.
On the steps, a large platter smashed against the head of a soldier carrying the

battering ram, throwing him backward, and someone gave a whoop of
satisfaction from behind the window.

But another soldier replaced him immediately.



The tide of Whitish never ended—silver-armored soldiers continued pouring
onto the main square, squeezing into every scrap of space, expanding to the side
alleys.

An entire upholstered armchair dropped from the window above the gates,
crushing two soldiers, and the men with the battering ram had to abort their
charge while others shoved the chair aside.

Then they bounded up the steps and slammed the metal point into the double
doors once more.

This time, the doors caved beneath the blow. Wood splintered inward with a
thunderous crack, the bolt snapping free.

The soldiers dropped the battering ram on the steps and climbed around the
huge log to reach the doors. Where they had caved, I could see a pile of
furniture barricading the entrance from within, but it didn’t slow the Whitish
soldiers. One by one, they clambered through the broken doors and over the
mess of furniture into the palace.

I could hardly breathe. Leoth was still in there, and Baridya and Mother and
Saniya. Not to mention hundreds of thousands of civilians—young and old, frail
and sickly. I had made a terrible mistake. I should have sent my people safely
over the wall last night, before the Whitish army reached our gates.

They would have died anyway.
I tried to push away the voice at the back of my head, but it was true. If the

Whitish army had found the city empty of civilians, they would have pursued
the refugees as they fled across the countryside. My people would have fallen
either way.

Screams rose from within the palace as the Whitish army surged through the
doors. The window above the entrance swung open wider than before, and a
woman’s body fell onto the steps, blood staining her gown.

I felt lightheaded. How could I stop this? Here I stood, trapped and helpless,
while before me the brave people of Itrea died one by one.

“You still have the choice to surrender,” the general’s voice said from close
by.

I flinched. He had reined his horse beside the fountain, watching the
slaughter with a satisfied smile.

“I do hate seeing so many lives wasted. You are the one responsible for this,
not us, you know. We gave you the choice. These deaths are on your hands.”

I struggled to draw breath, the corners of my vision clouding. Could I let this
monster kill every one of us? It was one thing to stand firm while I had an army
at my back, defending the innocent, but now…was he right? Was I the true
monster, refusing to back down when we had nothing to gain by it and



everything to lose?
No, this was the general’s words twisting my thoughts. I had to hold onto my

convictions. This was what my people wanted as well. We were strong, and we
would fight until the end.

I drew a shuddering breath and straightened my back. I was here to watch. To
face the consequences of our defiance head-on.

Then the soldiers outside the palace doors drew aside. Two men in silver
armor emerged, dragging a limp form between them. It wasn’t until they hauled
him down the steps and through the gates, one grabbing a handful of hair to lift
his face to me, that I recognized him.

Leoth.
My heart flew into my throat.
“No,” I choked out.
“This is your husband, is he not?” the general said lightly. “I have it on good

authority that he’s a Makhori like you. Demon spawn. Varos will not mourn his
passing.”

Leoth stirred, his eyelashes fluttering.
“Strip off his shirt. Let everyone see the mark of his demon blood.”
While the first two soldiers held Leoth upright, a third sliced a sword through

the back of his shirt. They tugged it from his shoulders, revealing the ridged
scars down his back and arms that marked him as a Curse-Weaver.

Soldiers all around jeered and spat at Leoth as they pressed past.
The general raised his eyes to the roof of the palace. “We offer this man’s life

as proof of our dedication to your cause, Lord Varos.” His voice boomed over
the square. “We will cleanse this land of demonflesh and cast off the Gods of
Sin.”

He dropped his gaze back to Leoth. “Carve his flesh. Show the demon queen
what our promises are worth.”

The soldier who had torn off Leoth’s shirt now cast aside his helmet and
traded his sword for a dagger. I could see nothing but the man I loved before
me—the chaos around had blurred, the sounds of battle muffled.

With great care, the soldier pressed the tip of his dagger to Leoth’s
shoulderblade. Baring his teeth in a snarl, he slashed down.

Leoth’s eyes flew open, and he screamed in pain.
“Leoth!” I shouted.
He lifted his head and locked his gaze on me. Sweat beaded on his forehead,

and when the soldier dug into his flesh once more, he lurched forward, yelling.
His skin was red, almost feverish—I wasn’t sure if he knew where he was.

Again the soldier cut into Leoth’s back, and this time he sagged forward,



muscles spasming.
“Stop that!” I screamed. “Don’t hurt him!”
“Do you surrender, little queen?”
I fought uselessly against my captors, desperate to reach Leoth, to protect

him.
“Do you surrender?”
Leoth yelped again, but his voice was weaker now.
Through the haze of terror, the general’s words resounded in my head. Do you

surrender?
I could save Leoth. I just had to give up my city.
No! Your people are counting on you!
But I couldn’t do it. At the final test, I was crumbling. No matter how hard I

tried, I could not weigh the safety of Itrea against the lives of my loved ones and
choose Itrea.

I struggled to draw breath. Leoth was unconscious again; he might not live
much longer.

Then I formed the words I never thought I would say.
“I surrender.”
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he soldier behind Leoth stepped back, and the two restraining him released
their grip. He sagged to the ground, and as he fell, I could see the blood
streaking his back, pooling around his old scars.

The general raised his sword. “The queen surrenders! Baylore is ours!”
As his voice resounded through the square, the Whitish soldiers staggered to

a halt and lowered their weapons, turning to watch.
“Handle the civilians gently. We don’t want any unnecessary deaths. Bring

forth the Itrean soldiers to hear their queen’s word.”
From around the left side of the palace, a clump of silver-armored soldiers

pushed their way forward. When they reached the gates, the knot unraveled to
reveal Dellik at the center, fighting and clawing her way free.

“You lie,” she spat. “Unhand me, and let me speak to Queen Kalleah.”
To my surprise, the soldiers did as they were bade. Dellik shook out her arms,

as though surprised to find herself free, and then stepped forward, eyes roving
around the square.

“Your Majesty!” she shouted. “These bastards say you’ve surrendered.”
I held my head high, though my heart faltered. “I have. We’ve lost, Dellik. We

were never going to win.”
Dellik followed my gaze to Leoth, lying slumped on the ground just a few

paces before her, and she grimaced. “If this is your wish, then I will pass on
your orders.”

Dellik stood there, staring at Leoth’s body for another long minute, before
she turned back to the palace. This time the Whitish army cleared aside to grant
her safe passage.

“Round up the survivors!” the general called out. “Detain all soldiers and
bring any Makhori out to the square. In order to restore Itrea to its former glory,



we must first cleanse it of evil!”
They were going to kill Leoth anyway. I knew it in that instant. My will had

broken, and I would still lose the one person I loved more than Itrea itself. The
general had manipulated me, and it was too late to turn back.

I needed to go to Leoth. If he still lived, I had to say goodbye. I had to
apologize for the mess I had made of Baylore.

I twisted my arms in the soldiers’ grip, but they did not release me.
“Let me go.”
“No. We have you exactly where we want you. This whole ill-fated rebellion

is your doing—if not for you, we would have assumed control of Baylore
without any innocent lives lost.”

“Except the Makhori,” I said through gritted teeth.
“I wouldn’t call them innocent, little queen. From birth, they are tainted with

the sin that spawned them. The world will be a better place without them.”
On the cobblestones before me, Leoth stirred, his shoulderblades pulling

together. I stopped struggling. If my compliance would buy him time to recover,
I would do whatever I had to.

Little by little, the Whitish soldiers that had stormed the palace emerged once
more, now leading groups of civilians. There were scores of children, huddled
together and frightened; clumps of courtiers in their finery, gaudy amidst the
soldiers; old and young in rags, their hair bedraggled; and countless Makhori.
The regular civilians were marched down toward the University, their eyes
tracking me where I stood on the fountain, while any obvious Makhori were
shoved to the corner of the square, soldiers trapping them in place with a wall of
swords. There were red-haired Flamespinners, Braiders with a distinctive
rootlike pattern across their faces, Snake-bloods with green palms, and dozens
upon dozens of silver-haired Weavers, all too old or too young to fight. My
Makhori soldiers were stripped of weapons and jostled into the press of bodies
as well; I saw Cal among them. At least Ilola was nowhere to be seen. I hoped
she had made it to safety.

My heartbeat sped up as more and more Makhori were wrestled into the
square. “What are you going to do to them?” I asked the general.

“We have to burn them alive, to prevent their souls from joining the Gods of
Sin.”

“No!”
The general ignored my renewed struggling.
But I had known this would happen. This was why I had resisted surrender

for so long—because I had clung to a slim hope that we would somehow find a
way to save our magic races. And now, in one moment of weakness, we would



lose everything.
I forced myself to watch the non-Makhori civilians as they were hustled to

safety. We would lose thousands of lives today, but thousands more would
remain alive. Itrea might have fallen, its heart torn from its breast, but those
innocents would live on.

It was little comfort. They would live beneath the tyranny of Whitish rule,
forever afraid of their Makhori bloodline passing to a child.

My gaze fell onto Leoth once more. He was struggling to rise to his knees, his
bloodied back spasming with each movement.

For so long we had fought. For years we had persevered, because we could
not give up. Not when the stakes were so high.

And what did we have to show for it? A ruined city, a scorched countryside,
and the blood of Itreans soaking our soil.

Even when King’s Port came to our aid, it had not been enough. We had
fallen once again before the might of Whitland. Just as our ancestors had fallen
centuries ago.

And this time, we would not have another chance.
This was the end of the magic races. The end of Itrea.
I swayed on the rim of the fountain, but the soldiers gripping my arms held

me upright. Beyond the gates, my citizens continued to pour from the palace,
unresisting, their shoulders bent in defeat. Every one of them had lost loved
ones today. Fathers, mothers, husbands, wives, sons, daughters. I wanted to
weep, but the tears would not come. I felt drained. Empty. I wished the general
would kill me now and spare me the pain of losing Leoth.

At last the river of civilians dried up. The palace stood empty, its doors
shattered, its windows dark. The sun was sinking lower still, casting most of the
square in shadow.

“Build a bonfire before the gates!” the general shouted. “We will cleanse this
city before nightfall!” He lowered his voice and spoke directly to me. “And you
will watch. You will stand here until every last Makhori is gone.”

Soldiers began hauling wood into a pile before the palace gates. They dragged
the battering ram over to form the base and heaped it with scraps of broken
furniture, thatch from roofs, splintered spears, and bundles of fine cloth raided
from the palace.

A soldier emerged from the palace with a flaming torch and approached the
pyre.

“Start with the king!” The general pointed to Leoth, who had managed to pull
his knees beneath him and sat hunched forward, his chest heaving.

“No! Don’t kill him! You promised—”



“I promised to cease torturing that demon-spawn if you surrendered,” the
general said coldly. “I never promised to spare his life.”

“No!” I writhed against my captors, my armor pinching at my skin.
Two Whitish soldiers grabbed Leoth by the arms and hauled him backward

toward the pyre.
“Stop! Leave him alone! Kill me instead!”
I lashed out with my foot, aiming for the soldiers’ knees, but my boot glanced

off their armor. Blind with terror, I flailed as much as I could with my arms
pinned to my sides. I lifted both legs off the fountain rim and kicked out,
twisting side to side, my hair falling into my eyes.

Dimly, I saw Leoth thrown onto the waiting pyre. He grunted and slumped
back onto the mound of cloth and splintered wood.

“Don’t hurt him! Don’t—”
One of the soldiers clamped a hand over my mouth and nose, and I fought to

draw breath, black spots speckling my vision.
Then, all at once, their grip slackened.
I scrambled to regain my footing and tore my arms free. Shoving the hand off

my mouth, I gasped for breath, my lungs aching.
Three of the soldiers that had held me captive had collapsed, drained of

energy. From their chests, faint lines of gold light threaded toward me.
Just as when Leoth had collapsed many spans ago, I felt a terrible urge to rip

their power from them, to end them.
Then I looked up and realized I could see golden threads of light emanating

from everyone nearby—the general, the six soldiers restraining me, even the
general’s horse. It was their life force. I could sense it.

This time, I did not force the urge away. For the first time, I embraced my
power, terrible though it was.

Reaching out, I gathered the nearby threads of light in my fists.
Then I gave them a fierce yank, spooling them in toward me.
One snapped and disappeared, and another.
I kept pulling.
Power swelled within me, until I felt I would burst from my skin, but I

couldn’t stop. Hand over hand, I dragged the threads of light toward me,
feasting on the glut of energy.

Then I blinked. The gold threads were gone.
I staggered, energy surging within me, and stared around.
All six soldiers lay motionless at the foot of the fountain.
I whirled—the general had slid from his saddle, and the horse had collapsed

atop him.



They were all dead.
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stepped down from the fountain, all traces of pain gone, my armor light as
cloth.

“Leave my city.” My voice resounded around the square.
I marched across the square toward the Whitish soldiers restraining the

Makhori. They drew back as I approached, but they weren’t fast enough. When
I came within range, the gold threads appeared once more, and I seized great
handfuls of them, dragging them toward me with cold fury.

One by one, the threads winked out. Soldiers in my path fell, littering the
ground with bodies, and still I plowed on through the mass of flesh.

“It’s the Destroyer reincarnated,” a Whitish soldier shouted. “To the gates!
Run!”

“Archers!” another soldier yelled. “Bring down the Destroyer!”
Now the soldiers thinned, barreling into one another in their desperation to

escape. I kept snaring and tugging on every gold thread of light that appeared
before me, yet these soon vanished.

I heard but did not see the whistle of arrows nearby, so I grabbed a helmet
from a fallen soldier and slammed it onto my head.

Blindly I turned, thirsty for more power. The Whitish soldiers were fleeing
down Market Street, and where they left the square, the press of bodies had
formed a dam holding others back. I waded through the destruction to the
seething mass of life, and again a web of gold threads sprang to life as I drew
near.

There were so many I could hardly wrap my hand around them all. Reaching
out, I scooped up a great bundle and pulled it toward me, hand over hand, my
arms vibrating as the power surged through.

Even as this bundle of threads began to tatter and fade, I stepped forward



and seized another handful. Some of the threads scattered, soldiers fleeing in
every direction, but most were hemmed in by the mob, unable to escape.

Again and again I drank the power of those golden threads, draining the
lifeblood of so many soldiers I lost count.

Then, all at once, the last of the threads faded.
As the gold light cleared from my vision, the overpowering lust for energy

subsided, and the scene before me solidified once more.
All around, Whitish soldiers fled, tripping over dead bodies and fallen

weapons, barreling down Market Street or escaping down side alleys.
Behind, my people stood motionless, faces blank with horror.
Energy still rippled through me, trying to force its way through my skin,

pushing me to run, to attack, to destroy. I felt as though it would rip me apart if
I let it.

Trembling from the overwhelming force, I sought a way to rid myself of the
power. I still didn’t understand it; greed had driven me to drain more than I
could bear, and now I feared it would destroy me.

The ground seemed to exert a pull on me, so I focused on the power raging
within, gathering it into a knot.

Then I sank to one knee. Slamming a fist to the ground, I shoved the power
downward, through the cobblestones, into the bedrock.

A shock wave rippled through the square like an earthquake. Stones clattered,
and screams rose from all around.

I staggered back to my feet. Somehow it had worked. And without the extra
energy driving me, I felt wearier than I ever had. The armor suddenly weighed as
much as a boulder, and my legs nearly gave way.

The ground stilled.
The shock wave had been gentle, not enough to knock down houses, but it

had unsettled my people. They drew back, as though afraid I would come for
them next.

“We have won this day,” I said, my voice hoarse. “Baylore is ours.”
Then I collapsed.
 

* * *
 
I woke to see the familiar white ceiling of the Cheltish wing hospital, sun
streaming from the high windows. Was it morning? Had I slept the night away?

My head pounded, and every muscle screamed when I shifted. I was no
longer wearing the Weavers’ boots, so I could feel the consequences of every
hammer blow, every burst blister, every twist of my ankle.



Groaning softly, I pulled myself into a sitting position. My bed lay at the rear
of the hospital, and every other bed was empty—save one.

My heart leapt into my throat. Sliding my legs carefully off the bed, I stood
and hobbled to the opposite end of the room.

Leoth’s eyes were closed, but his chest rose and fell steadily. His head was
bandaged once more, and when I folded down the sheet, I saw wads of gauze
wrapped around his entire torso.

“Leoth,” I whispered. My vision blurred. I pressed my lips to his forehead,
chin trembling. I never wanted to let him out of my sight again.

Then Leoth’s eyes opened. He blinked several times before focusing on me,
and then he smiled.

“You’re alive. How are you alive?”
I kissed him fiercely. Leoth gasped, and I pulled back.
“Sorry. Everything hurts.”
“Nine plagues, Leoth.” I scrubbed at my eyes. “They nearly burned you alive.

I gave everything to keep you safe, and they were going to kill you anyway.”
Leoth pulled the sheets higher up his chest. “What happened? I saw you in

the square, but I was confused. I couldn’t tell what was going on. I thought we
were done for.”

“I—” I faltered. My people had drawn away from me when they realized
what I was capable of; would Leoth do the same? But he deserved the truth.

“I pulled the lifeblood from every soldier around me. I killed dozens of them
—maybe even hundreds. The last thing I knew, they were fleeing to the gates.”

“Did you know you could do that?” He sounded impressed rather than
frightened.

“No. I—I had an inkling, though. When you collapsed all those spans ago, I
sensed it. I felt an awful compulsion to drag the rest of your life from you. It
was overwhelming.” I swallowed. “So I fled.”

“Well, I’m very glad I’m not your enemy,” Leoth said wryly. “Are—”
Just then, the door opened, and Cal peered in.
“Kalleah!” He withdrew his head and called, “She’s awake!”
I stood as footsteps approached, and Cal raced into the hospital room,

Mellicante, Dellik, and Viko behind him. Cal threw himself into my arms, and I
squeezed him tight, heart overflowing with joy. I would never forget the terror
in his eyes as I ordered him to retreat and leave me behind.

As I embraced Mellicante, Baridya limped up on crutches, beaming. Behind
her came Mother, Dakolth, and Ilola.

“You’re all right!” I gasped, running over to hug Baridya. My bruises and
battered muscles no longer seemed to matter.



“Well, Dakolth said I should stay in bed for another quarter, but then he
needed the hospital clear for you and Leoth.” She kissed my cheek, grin
widening. “Kalleah, there’s something you need to see. I haven’t gotten a chance
to look yet, since I’m not very good with stairs at the moment, but…”

“What are you talking about?” Leoth asked.
“You need to rest,” Dakolth said firmly.
“No way. I’ll be fine.”
I had no idea what my friends were on about, but I didn’t care. We were safe,

and Leoth was alive. Nothing else mattered.
Though Dakolth scowled at us, Cal and I helped pull Leoth from his bed.

The bandages on his back were caked with dried blood, but once he found his
feet, he seemed capable of supporting his own weight.

Mellicante led the way up one flight of stairs to the main floor, supporting
Baridya with one arm, while Cal and I helped Leoth hobble after. Then she
turned left down the hallway leading to the rooftop courtyard. I gave Cal a
questioning look, eyebrows raised, but he merely grinned.

At the end of the hall, we emerged onto the exposed stairs leading to the
courtyard. Cal fell behind, Leoth gripping the rail with one hand while I
supported his other side, and at last we reached the top. I turned to ask Cal what
the plagues this was about…and then I froze.

Past the city walls, towering over the plains, a wide ring of trees had appeared
as if from nowhere. The forest canopy seemed to soak in the morning light,
drenching the ground below in shadows. Beside the withered crops and brown
grasses on either side, the verdant trees looked unreal, like an emerald dropped
in the dust.

Between the forest and the city walls lay a strip of farmland and uncultivated
grasses a league wide. Our city had become an island in the middle of Baylore
Valley.

Following the balustrade to the northern end of the courtyard, I gazed out
across the plains. Here the forest extended all the way to the Elygian River. A
short stretch of silvery blue water passed beneath the trees before emerging in
our island of farmland.

“The Wandering Woods,” Dakolth said quietly from behind me.
I turned to him, eyes wide with disbelief. “I never thought they would come.”
“I spoke with my tribe this morning. The ones who took care of you did not

give up—they went to every tribe they could reach, asking for help. Many
listened. And when the next wave of Whitish marched through, the soldiers
tried cutting our trees at the forest border. My people tried to stop them, but it
was too late. So they followed the army all the way across the plains, their trees



guarding them, and watched from afar as the battle unfolded.”
He gave me a long look. “Last night, they felt the earth shake. They knew

somehow it was Baylore calling for help. So they came to do what they could.”
“Cloudy gods.” I leaned over the balustrade, the breeze carrying the scent of

moss and loam. The forest looked as though it had always been there, though
the fields beyond the circle had been ripped apart by the trees’ enormous roots.
“And the Whitish army?”

“The soldiers fled outside the city gates after yesterday’s battle. When the
trees arrived, they started attacking men with their roots and sending tremors
through the ground. They left a gap in the trees, and the entire Whitish army
withdrew beyond the forest borders. That gap is now closed. We are safe as long
as the trees remain standing.”

“Is that the entire Wandering Woods?” Leoth asked. I had not even noticed
him approach. He was leaning on Cal once again, his other hand braced on the
balustrade.

“No, but it is a significant portion. My people have made a great sacrifice in
coming to Baylore’s aid.”

“Thank you,” I said in Allakoash.
“And Kalleah—”
“What?”
“Your son is waiting outside the gates. Kashor wanted to hand him to you in

person.”
I gasped. “Oh!”
Leoth grabbed me in a rough one-armed hug. “I don’t care about my damn

back. I want to meet our son.” His voice was raw with emotion.
* * *

 
Nearly an hour later, we finally reached the city gates. Rubble still lay in mounds
where the wall had collapsed, but the bodies of the fallen had been moved.
Soldiers were clearing the last of the mountain of stone we had built against the
gates, and the small door beside them stood open.

My friends hung back while Leoth and I stepped through to the grasslands,
Dakolth at our heel. Leoth was walking without assistance now, Weavers’ boots
muting his pain. Even before we passed beneath the walls, I could smell the
humid air and rich soil of the forest, so out-of-place here in the plains.

Then we emerged from the side door. Kashor and Illyoth stood before us,
and Illyoth carried an infant at her breast, wrapped in a doeskin sling. Kashor
smiled widely when he saw us, and Illyoth ducked her chin.

Leoth and I crept closer. When we stood before Illyoth, I could see the tiny,



perfect face, the mess of soft black hair, the dark eyes sparkling with curiosity.
“Sweet seducer,” Leoth whispered. “Daymin. My sweet Daymin.”
Smiling shyly, Illyoth untied the sling and handed Daymin to me. I took him

gingerly, though he squirmed now his legs were free of the wrap, and cradled
him in both arms. I couldn’t believe this tiny, perfect being was mine. After
everything that had befallen Baylore, here he was, safe and well.

“He is an eylan boy,” Kashor said in Allakoash.
“He says your son is curious,” Dakolth translated.
Illyoth spoke softly, her words too rapid for me to catch, and Dakolth

translated, “He is always watching everyone around him. He will grow up to be
an intelligent young man.” Dakolth was smiling as well now, and he laid a hand
atop Daymin’s head. “You are very lucky, little one.”

Gently I handed Daymin to Leoth. His eyes widened as he cradled the
squirming babe to his chest, and he kissed the top of his downy head,
whispering something I couldn’t hear.

Daymin was starting to fuss, kicking his tiny legs and wriggling more than
ever, so Leoth rocked him in his arms until he settled.

“We have other things we want to discuss with you,” Kashor said in
Allakoash, speaking directly to me, his words slow and simple. “It has been
difficult to gather tribes willing to help Baylore. Those who came with us needed
to know you would make decisions that would be good for us as well as for your
people.”

“Of course—” I began in Allakoash.
Kashor spoke over me. “Everything has changed now. The Whitish are

making a tarshiomal—a large place of stone—near Pelek. They plan to stay here.
As long as they are here, we are in danger too. We need to work together to
keep them from killing us all.”

Leoth was frowning at us through this exchange. When Kashor finished,
Dakolth said curtly, “The Whitish army is withdrawing to a fortress they have
built in Pelek. They plan to stay in Itrea.” He nodded toward the road behind us.
“Now the tribe leaders are coming to speak with you.”

Leoth and I looked up quickly to see eight men and women, most with
streaks of grey in their hair, approaching the city gates. Some walked tall and
proud, while others scanned the grasslands with twitchy movements, likely
uneasy at leaving the forest.

“Which is the leader from your tribe?” I asked Kashor.
“I am,” he said with a sly smile.
I swallowed back my surprise. In all my time under his care, he had never told

me as much. I thought back through our interactions, wondering if I had done



anything offensive while staying with his tribe. But his eyes were sparkling. He
did not seem unhappy with me.

When the eight leaders stopped before us, Kashor stepped into line with
them, Illyoth retreating to one side.

“You have saved us,” Leoth said in Whitish. “You are very welcome here. I
hope we can find a way to repay you for your sacrifice.”

Dakolth translated this, and then translated the leaders’ replies, which were
too quick for me to understand. On behalf of a woman whose hair had mostly
gone grey, wrinkles deeply etched into her face, he said, “We have not done this
for you. After the Whitish army murdered one of our ancestral trees, we realized
they had the strength to attack us if they chose. Kashor had warned us of this,
that they despise magic in all forms and would not stop at conquering Itrea, and
now we had proof of his words. This is why we came to Baylore.”

For a man with a squared-off face and a long, crooked nose, Dakolth said,
“We have decided supporting the armies of Itrea is the best way to keep our
forests safe. However, splitting our forest into two sections comes at great
personal risk. If we are to remain here, guarding Baylore, we would like a say in
your government.”

“Of course,” I said in Allakoash.
“Wait,” Kashor said. “Listen to our proposal before you decide.”
I nodded and clasped my hands before me.
Dakolth threw me a warning look. Did he know their terms?
The elderly woman spoke once again, gesturing at Leoth, and Dakolth

translated. “Your son was born in our woods. It is a portent. We propose that
you allow us to share in his raising. For half the year, he will live among us in the
forest, and for the other half, he will return to the palace to live as a prince.”

I reached for Leoth’s arm, startled. He hugged Daymin closer to his chest,
expression darkening.

The elderly woman was still speaking, so Dakolth continued his translation.
“You claim you wish to consider our perspective in all decisions you make.
Kings and queens have promised this before, and they have always abandoned
their side of the bargain. If your son is impacted by your rulings, we believe you
will uphold your promise. If we are to survive the coming years, we must form
closer ties. We must not be two separate nations but one united Itrea, with equal
standing for both Itreans and Allakoash. Your son would be the link binding us
together. When he takes the throne, he will rule us all. It is your choice, Queen
of Itrea. Will you accept our protection and give your son a chance to grow up
peacefully, or do you want us to return to the Wandering Woods and leave you
to face this threat alone?”



The elderly woman fell silent, watching us closely.
“It is a cruel bargain,” Dakolth said softly. “If I had known of it before today,

I would have pushed them to come up with another solution.”
Leoth stepped away, out of earshot of Dakolth and the watching tribe leaders,

and muttered, “Maybe we don’t need to do this. What if you chase after the
Whitish army and use your power to kill them all while they flee?”

“I don’t even know how I did it,” I whispered. “I’ve only seen the—I mean,
sensed that I could control my power—twice before. If I hunted them down
now, I would end up dead. They would shoot me down before I got near
enough to do anything. And Kashor says the Whitish army is retreating to a
fortress they’ve been building in Pelek. While we trained our soldiers and tried
to survive the plague, they entrenched themselves in our countryside. If they
remain behind the walls of a fortress, my powers can’t touch them.”

I shook my head and reached up to stroke Daymin’s soft curls. “I have a
feeling this war is just beginning. But as long as the Allakoash and their ancestral
trees guard Baylore, we have time to plan. Time to train a real army, an army
deadly enough to stand up to the full might of Whitland.”

“You’re not thinking of letting them have him?” Leoth’s eyes flashed in
anger.

“I don’t know, Leoth.” I brushed a finger across the back of Daymin’s hand,
his skin soft as a petal. “I left our son with the Allakoash once before, and they
cared for him well. If this is the price we must pay for the safety of Itrea, I will
accept it. You are alive and so is our son. Yesterday I not believed that possible.
Compared to losing you both, it seems a small sacrifice.”

I slid a hand around Leoth’s back, careful not to put pressure on his wounds.
His eyes met mine, searching, and warmth flooded me once again. Here we
were, safe outside the gates of Baylore, a family. I had never thought this day
would come.

“It seems so cruel,” Leoth said eventually. “But you’re right. This is a small
sacrifice compared to the safety of Baylore.” He pressed his lips to Daymin’s
downy curls. “Only—we should get him for the first five spans. Winter is at our
doorstep, and I don’t like the idea of him freezing in the woods.”

I nodded at once. “I’ll tell them.”
Leoth passed Daymin into my arms, and I cradled him close. His eyes were

drifting closed, and when I turned back toward the tribe leaders, he burrowed
his face into my coat.

“We will accept your bargain,” I said. “On the condition that we keep our son
in Baylore for the next five spans. And…we want leave to visit him during his
time in the forest. Whenever we wish.”



Dakolth translated for me, and Kashor inclined his head. “It is a good myoan.”
“He accepts your terms,” Dakolth said. The man with the crooked nose

spoke again, and Dakolth translated his words. “However, in exchange, the tribe
leaders have asked for permission to visit your son in the palace at any time that
suits them.”

“I accept,” I said.
“Then it is decided,” Dakolth said.
Leoth and I bowed to the leaders, and Kashor and Illyoth approached to say

their goodbyes to Daymin—or Shonameeko, as they still called him. Little bird.
Our son would live halfway between two worlds and claim two names for his
own.

 
* * *

 
We rejoined Mother and our friends at the city gates. Mother took Daymin from
my arms and cooed at him, teary-eyed, while Leoth and I walked behind. Leoth
was still very weak, and he draped an arm over my shoulder for support.

“I can’t believe you would willingly give him up, after all this,” Leoth said. He
did not seem angry, merely curious. “As soon as I saw him—cloudy gods, he
looks so much like you, Kalleah.”

I shook my head. “I’ll never be a true mother to him. I can’t nurse him—I
can’t even hold him too long for fear I’ll damage him. Perhaps this is for the
best.”

“No,” Leoth said firmly. “He is still your son, still our beautiful boy. Don’t
assume he won’t accept you. I promise he’ll love you as much as I do.”

We picked our way around a stack of bricks piled in the middle of the road. It
would take a long time for Baylore to recover, but we would manage it. The
circle of farmland between the new forest and the city walls would be enough to
feed our city if we managed it right, and if the Allakoash allowed us to pass, we
might even be able to trade with King’s Port.

For the first time in years, we had a future to look forward to. The war was
not over, but we were safe for now. Our son had a chance to grow up in peace.
The Whitish army could not reach us here.

We reached the palace gates to find Baridya waiting for us, leaning on her
crutches. She took Daymin from Mother’s arms and planted kisses all over his
face, eyes bright with tears. Ilola had been sitting on the steps with her, building
a tower from discarded rubble; when she looked up from her work and noticed
us, she giggled and jumped to her feet, holding out her arms until Mellicante
picked her up. Leoth slipped an arm around my waist, and Cal grinned to see



Nyla emerging from the palace, one eye blackened.
This was why we had fought. For the ones we loved, for the vision our

ancestors had believed in.
And for the first time, Baylore truly felt like home.

 



Dear Reader,       
 
I hope you’ve enjoyed the Forbidden Queen series!
 
If you did, I would be eternally grateful if you took a moment to leave a review
of Warrior Queen on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews are one of the most
important ways my future readers decide whether to give my books a try; a few
minutes of your time can genuinely change my career.
 
If you want to explore behind-the-scenes content from the world of Itrea and
the Kinship Thrones, click here for exclusive access to maps, illustrations,
worldbuilding notes, and more.  
 
This link will also allow you to sign up for my newsletter to stay up-to-date on
my next release.
 
The Forbidden Queen series may be finished, but Kalleah’s adventures are far
from over. Look out for the first book in the Empire of Ash series in 2021.
 
Set 20 years after Warrior Queen ends, this epic fantasy series follows Kalleah
and her son Daymin as they fight to restore Itrea to its former independence. As
the epic showdown unfolds, loyalties are called into question and deadly magic
exploited. Itrea and the Kinship Thrones will never be the same…
 
All the best,
Rebecca

https://bklnk.com/B0874B1NGR
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/53551441-warrior-queen
https://www.rjvickers.com/extra-content-sign-up
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