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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)
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1

	Ships at Sea 

	 

	The longer I stayed in Larkhaven, the more I dreaded my return to Baylore. Fall had arrived, with shorter days and lingering fog that sank like river silt over the city. Yet even on days where the fog never lifted far enough to reveal the harbor beyond, the sea was an ever-present companion, the air thick with the smell of salt and fish, the lapping of waves on the beach a constant whisper. And on clear days, the restless sea and vanishing horizon stirred something in me—an urge to leave behind the troubles of my kingdom and venture out into the vast unknown. Where Baylore felt stifling and crowded, Larkhaven was open and airy, the breeze tinged with brine, the sky forever filled by wheeling sea birds letting out mournful cries. 

	And more alluring still, the people here appreciated me. They were loyal to me not because of my royal bloodline, but because I had saved their city from the Whitish. 

	I did not remind them how fleeting this reprieve was. 

	I sat in my study in the newly reclaimed royal palace, overlooking the bustle of ships and goods down at the harbor, when a hasty knock sounded on my door. 

	I straightened, my thoughts scattering. “Enter.”

	The young woman who slipped into the room was unfamiliar; her freckled, sun-darkened face marked her as a sailor. 

	“Your Majesty.” She sketched a hasty bow. “I’ve come from one of the ships you sent out with messages for Chelt some quarters past.” 

	I sat up straighter. “Something went wrong?” 

	“Not exactly. The other ships have continued to the various ports, but we turned around. We wanted to give you the news.” 

	“What is it?” 

	Her mouth tightened. “Whitish ships, Your Majesty. There are nearly fifty preparing to sail for Larkhaven. We saw them docked in Chelt, and when I sent one of my crew to shore to investigate, he said the town was overrun with Whitish soldiers in uniform.” 

	I felt suddenly lightheaded. “Nine plagues.” It was worse than anything I had guessed. I had known the Whitish high king would send troops to Itrea eventually, but I had not expected so many or so soon. I took a steadying breath. The sailor was still watching me expectantly, so I said, “Come with me, please. I hope you don’t mind speaking before an audience.” 

	“No, Your Majesty.” 

	Sweeping together the plans I had been working on, I hastened from my study, my thoughts tangled with panic. At the door, I asked my guard to fetch my advisors and the new governor of Larkhaven. 

	The sailor jogged along in my wake as I strode to the council chamber, my mind racing. We’d heard no word of Whitland’s movements since the attack on Larkhaven, and I had dared to hope they might wait until spring to make their next move. 

	But fifty ships…that meant Whitland was committing to this war in a way we could not match. Especially while Baylore was overrun with enemies. 

	The council chamber sat empty and gleaming. Two tiered rows of benches formed a semicircle, with the last portion of the circle filled by six thrones—seats for the sitting monarch and their spouse, along with the four other holden monarchs. I doubted all five heirs from one ruling cycle had ever visited Larkhaven at the same time. Thus far, I had avoided the council chamber, since it felt too imposing for meetings with my friends and closest allies. 

	Now, though, the magnitude of the situation called for formality. 

	I settled into the largest throne and beckoned the young sailor to sit beside me. She perched on the very edge of the throne, fidgeting, as though afraid she would be punished for daring to sit above her station. 

	Soon my friends and supporters began to arrive one by one, filling the nearest benches. Cal, my young Flamespinner cousin who was growing up much too fast; Baridya, my lady-in-waiting who had become a close friend; Mellicante, a merchant I had recruited as my advisor, her businesslike demeanor reflected in her angular face and short hair; my father, the former King Baltheor, returned from raising an army with new lines on his face and a sprinkling of white hairs among the black; Dakolth, a Drifter who had left his people to serve as my advisor in the coming war; Kamarri, a bitter Curse-Weaver whom I had tasked with managing the other magic races who responded to my summons; and Dellik, a tall merchant woman who had gathered support for our cause with even more success than my father. 

	Last of all came Leoth, handsome and confident, though he had lost his air of carefree arrogance. He was accompanied by Lord Gabrin, whom I had appointed as Larkhaven’s new governor after the fight. He was well loved by the people of Larkhaven, and influential among the city’s nobility. 

	As my friends and supporters filled the nearest benches, my throat tightened with guilt. These people trusted me to save their country. But with Whitland sending such an overwhelming force our way, that no longer seemed possible. We were deluding ourselves if we stood up against them. 

	Yet what choice did we have? We would either fight a war we were doomed to lose, or surrender to an enemy that would tear our country apart and slaughter our magic races. I could not stand aside and allow that to happen. 

	At last the door thudded closed, echoing dully around the room. The whispers died at once. 

	“Thank you for joining me,” I said. My voice resonated in the silence. “A ship arrived today with news of Whitland’s army.”

	The silence intensified. 

	“Fifty warships are about to sail our way. Whitland is launching an all-out war against Itrea. We have very little time to prepare before our enemies reach Larkhaven.” 

	After a stunned pause, questions rang through the room as my supporters all tried to talk at once. 

	“This is the woman who brought word of the army,” I said over the din. “You can address your questions to her.” 

	The sailor shrank back in her chair as all eyes turned to her. 

	“How soon will the ships arrive?” my father asked. His booming voice rose easily over the others. 

	“Not long now,” the sailor said. Despite her nervous demeanor, her voice carried. “They were resupplying in northern Chelt, and word said they were heading out in a quarter. This was a while ago now. My ship is much faster than the Whitish ships, so I likely gained a couple quarters on them, but…”

	I looked at her questioningly. 

	“They’ll be here before the end of Harvest-span. Whitish ships don’t usually sail in winter.” 

	My heart raced as I tried to count down the days. The end of Harvest-span was only three quarters—thirty days—away. It would take at least a span for the Whitish army to march from Larkhaven to Baylore, assuming the Wandering Woods allowed them through—I wanted to believe the Drifters might put up a fight, but I couldn’t count on them. That would have them arriving at Baylore in the dead of winter. 

	Surely the Whitish would not be foolish enough to mount a siege in winter. Supplies would be sparse enough as it was, and shelter around Baylore was nonexistent. If the army ended up camping in the snow for quarters on end, half their soldiers might freeze to death. 

	But the same was true of our own forces. We had no way to breach the city wall, and if we failed to take Baylore, we would be fighting the world’s deadliest army from a defenseless village. 

	Yet we had to try. 

	The questions had continued while I was calculating our options, and I focused again in time to hear Lord Gabrin describing the defenses in place around Larkhaven’s harbor. 

	I had to fight to keep incredulity from showing on my face. Did Lord Gabrin really think we could defeat an army of thousands before they reached shore? 

	“Traditionally the Harbor Guardian would board each approaching ship to guide it safely to shore. If they decided the ship was an enemy, they would run it into the rocks. No one can reach shore without help from Larkhaven.” 

	“Someone has information on the hazards in our harbor,” Mellicante said. “Otherwise, the Whitish ship we fought would never have made it close to shore.” 

	“Unless we killed whoever knew the safe route,” Lord Gabrin said. 

	Mellicante shook her head. “I wouldn’t count on it.” 

	I needed to stop this line of reasoning before Lord Gabrin got too attached to a plan that would never work. “Larkhaven is not defensible,” I said. “We need to take Baylore before winter sets in, or we’ll be in much worse shape than the Whitish army. Leoth, how is the training going?” 

	“It’s—”

	“Wait one moment.” Lord Gabrin leaned forward, his eyes flashing. “What about Larkhaven? What is your plan to defend our country’s only port city? Do I need to remind you how quickly we will collapse without trade?” 

	I sighed. I had appointed Lord Gabrin as governor because he was popular among the people of Larkhaven, and because he understood the port city much better than I did, but I was beginning to think it had been a mistake. 

	“We took Larkhaven back so we could use it as a base to gather support. So we could train an army. I never expected to keep the city.” 

	Lord Gabrin’s expression darkened further. “That’s easy for you to say, Your Majesty.” He put a faint, mocking emphasis on the title. “This is not your home. Some of us won’t have any reason to continue fighting if we lose Larkhaven. We don’t know anyone in Baylore. Our families and friends and livelihoods are here—why should we abandon this to fight someone else’s war?” 

	“Because you’ll lose Larkhaven either way,” I said, trying to rein in my temper. “This city is not defensible. What do you value more—your lives or a few old buildings you can rebuild once Whitland has been defeated?” 

	To one side, I saw Baridya shaking her head with a sad smile. 

	“Does anyone else have suggestions?” I asked. 

	“We must not forget the civilians,” my father said. “We need to come up with a plan for their evacuation. Baylore is not an option, though perhaps some have family in the countryside they can stay with.”

	 “Of course.” I needed to speak with my closest friends in private—I feared I would make a grave miscalculation if I decided anything now. “We will reconvene tomorrow to decide our course of action. In the meantime—Father, Dellik, spread the word to your recruits that we will move out by the end of the quarter.” 

	When my advisors and supporters began clearing out, I beckoned Mellicante, Baridya, and Leoth to remain behind. I trusted them to tell me the truth even if I didn’t want to hear it. 

	“Shall we move somewhere more comfortable?” Baridya asked. 

	“Good idea. I’ll have tea sent up to my sitting room.” 

	We climbed the stairs to a comfortable room at the back of my private quarters. The far wall opened onto a spacious balcony with arches framing dramatic views of the ocean cliffs, while the inside was furnished with comfortable chairs and sofas woven from a light wicker, piled with richly embroidered cushions in a style I recognized from the Ruunan wing of Baylore Palace. 

	“Are you sure you want me here?” Leoth’s tone was joking, but I could see in the tightness of his mouth that he was still wary around me. I ached to show him how much I still cared for him—to reassure him that his forbidden blood didn’t matter, that I had forgiven him for his betrayal—but he had been avoiding me, spending every hour training with the new army my father and Dellik had recruited. I knew he was afraid. 

	“You’ve spent more time in Baylore than I have,” I said at last. “And you know what it will take to bring our people together again. Stay, please.” 

	While a servant brought tea and miniature fish quiches wrapped in seaweed, we talked about inconsequential things—how the weather had been harsher than usual this fall, which meant winter might come early; what Baridya had remembered about the Larkhaven palace from the sole visit her family had made to sign the papers on their new ship. Then we were alone, and I set aside my tea. 

	“I should never have appointed Lord Gabrin as governor. I don’t understand why he’s become so obstinate. I thought he understood what we had to do to keep Itrea safe.” 

	Baridya put her hand over mine. “You’re so clear-headed. You can see what needs to be done, and you’ll do it, regardless of the cost.” She smiled grimly. “Most of us aren’t that pragmatic. Larkhaven means a great deal to people—to me as well, even though I’ve only lived here sporadically.”

	“It is a beautiful city,” I said. “But I can’t understand it. It’s not just places like this that are at stake if Whitland takes over. It’s our freedom. It’s the lives of thousands of magicians. How is that worth less than a few crumbling old houses?” 

	“People don’t think like that,” Mellicante said drily. “No one’s worrying about the future of Itrea. They’re thinking about the house their grandfather built, or the business they slaved over for years. They don’t want to give up the sea. That’s their version of freedom—living far away from the capital and sailing wherever they please.” 

	“Why did you move back to Baylore, then?” I asked. “You could have stayed here. Why were you willing to give this up?” 

	Mellicante laughed. “I had a business to run and money to make. You don’t see me rhapsodizing about the sunrise over the ocean, do you?” 

	That was a fair point. 

	“What do you think, Leoth?” I turned to see him gazing out across the balcony to the waves, his teacup balanced on one knee. “I don’t want them to turn against me, but I can’t let them kill themselves if they’re too narrow-minded to follow us to Baylore.” 

	Leoth turned to face us, his eyes still distant. “If Baylore is any safer than Larkhaven, that is.” 

	“True.” I felt like the walls were closing in around me. “That’s the real bloody problem, isn’t it?” My voice rose in anger. “Our army is nothing compared to Whitland’s, and our only defensible city is overrun with the bastards. We’re going to fall at the first attack, and this whole Varse-damned country will go up in flames. I don’t even know why we’re making an effort. We may as well pile everyone onto a ship and search for new land in the ocean.” 

	Baridya squeezed my hand. “Our people have a history of doing impossible things. If anyone can lead us through this, it’s you.” 

	I was not reassured. 

	“You’re right about what needs to be done,” Mellicante said. “It’s just a matter of convincing everyone else.” 

	“Great,” I said. “Just great.” 

	Leoth stood and crossed through the open doors to the balcony, where he leaned on the railing. The sea breeze tossed his sloppy black hair to and fro—I wanted to run my fingers through it. Curious as to what he was thinking, I sidled over to join him. 

	“You’re in a dark mood today. What is it?” 

	Leoth grimaced. “You’re the one who just said our country is doomed to go up in flames.” 

	I laughed humorlessly. “It’s the truth. But I have to pretend we have a chance. You, on the other hand…” 

	I waited, and eventually Leoth said, “I dread going back to Baylore. The Truthbringers know what I am, and I’m sure they’ve told the rest of the city by now. I’ll be more of a pariah than you, because I lied to them.” 

	“Do you really think they’ve told everyone?” I asked. 

	Leoth frowned at me. 

	“Cal doesn’t know, does he?” 

	“No.” 

	“I’m not sure the Truthbringers want to admit they were wrong about you,” I said softly. “They conspired to put you in power. If they turned around and told everyone you had forbidden blood, people would lose faith in their judgment.” 

	Leoth’s expression cleared slightly. “I hope you’re right.” 

	I glanced over my shoulder to see whether Baridya and Mellicante were watching us, but they had their heads together, deep in conversation. Their expressions were grim. 

	Turning back to the waves, I mirrored Leoth’s stance, arms resting on the railing. “If I force Lord Gabrin to obey my orders, will he rebel? He has the support.” 

	“I don’t think he’s that stupid. But he’ll hate you for this.” 

	“I have no choice. Larkhaven isn’t built to defend against attack.” 

	Leoth let out a sharp breath. “I know that, but you heard those two. People are proud of Larkhaven—they love the city, and they’ll lay down their lives to defend it. I would feel the same way about leaving Baylore to the Whitish.” 

	I laughed humorlessly. “Isn’t that what we’ve already done?” I could not understand this obsession with “home.” My childhood house in Ambervale had been nothing but a reminder of everything my mother had sacrificed when she left Baylore, and Baylore Palace had hardly welcomed me with open arms. 

	“I have no home,” I said at last, “but I’m still alive and fighting. There is no place in the world that I would protect over the lives of its people.” 

	Leoth studied me for a long time, sadness in his dark eyes. “Then do what you must. I’ll support you no matter what, but others might turn on you.” 

	“I’m sure they will. People will hate me every step of the way. I’m used to it.” 
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	A Makeshift Army

	 

	The council meeting the following day arrived far too quickly. 

	From the palace tower, I could see a flurry of movement in the fields surrounding Larkhaven as our forces conducted one last training session before readying their supplies to move out. The chaotic bustle only increased my trepidation. 

	Ours was no great army. I had seen illustrations of Whitish military encampments—row upon row of matching canvas tents erected on a strict grid system that created avenues through the field, pennants flying from the top of the generals’ tents—but ours resembled a refugee camp more than anything. The tents were mismatched, a sloppy patchwork of canvas and hides and patterned felt, and half the recruits were sleeping wrapped in oilskins or propped beneath wagons. There was no organization to the encampment either—the tents had been staked as close together as possible to allow more space for training, and if my father and Leoth had appointed generals among their recruits, there was no way to distinguish their tents from the masses. 

	As I descended to the council chamber, I heard a long, sorrowful bugle note ring out from the training fields. It sounded like the funeral dirge of my people. 

	My heart lodged itself against my throat when I reached the door to the council chamber. I knew what had to be done, but that did not make it any easier. 

	Stiff with dread, I nodded for the guards to open the door. This time I was the last to arrive, and every eye followed me, silent, calculating, as I crossed to the row of thrones at the front of the room. These were supposed to be my closest friends, my most trusted advisors, but I suddenly felt as though I was surrounded by strangers. 

	“How goes the training?” I asked my father, trying to delay the inevitable. 

	“Poorly, Your Majesty. Our newly appointed generals lack experience, and the army has grown too large to train all together. Only a third of our recruits have weapons.” 

	Bloody Varse. “How soon will the remaining weapons be finished?” 

	“By the end of Harvest-Span.” 

	“Then we’ll have to march before the weapons are ready. The blacksmiths here can continue working and send messengers to deliver their finished swords.” 

	“May I make a suggestion?” Leoth asked. 

	I nodded. 

	“If I can hold an all-day training session for the new generals, they’ll be able to take what they learn and pass it on to their troops. Then, each day after that, I can spend an hour with the generals in the morning and spend the afternoon supervising their training.” 

	“Excellent,” I said. “Schedule the training for our generals tomorrow.” I did not mention that training times would be severely curtailed once we started the long march to Baylore. 

	Then I took a steadying breath and turned to Lord Gabrin. “I understand what Larkhaven means to you and everyone who lives here. But I can’t let a misguided sense of loyalty to this city take thousands of lives and destroy our country. The soldiers of Larkhaven will follow my army to Baylore.” 

	Lord Gabrin’s face reddened. “Why did you appoint me as governor if my position means nothing?” 

	I studied him expressionlessly. It was a struggle to hide the guilt that twisted my stomach. “You swore loyalty to me as your queen. I will not force you and your family to obey me, but your people are my people as well, and I won’t let them throw away their lives.” 

	“You can’t force them to follow you if they refuse!” 

	“My troops outnumber yours. Do you really want this to escalate?” 

	Lord Gabrin’s expression was thunderous. “You’re a tyrant. I don’t know how I never saw it before.” 

	“She merely does what is necessary,” Leoth said sharply. “You’ll see the truth in her words before the end.” 

	Lord Gabrin sank back in his chair, breathing hard, his face still deep red. “What will you command us to do, Your Majesty?” His tone was laced with spite. 

	“First, every soldier who has volunteered to serve our cause will march for Baylore in two days’ time.” 

	Baridya’s eyes widened at this. 

	“We must take Baylore before winter sets in, or we will lose soldiers to cold and starvation out on the plains. Training will continue on the road. Dakolth—” I caught the eye of the Drifter who had pledged himself to my cause— “Will your people allow us safe passage along the forest road?” 

	“I will make sure of it.” 

	“Thank you. Lord Gabrin, do you have an estimate of the number of civilians in Larkhaven?” 

	He cleared his throat. “The total population is nearly a hundred thousand, but people have been leaving the city in recent quarters to join their relatives in the countryside. That leaves around two thousand who pledged to fight and another fifty or sixty thousand civilians without family nearby.” 

	I noticed he did not mention the hundreds who had died in the fight to reclaim Larkhaven. 

	“Very good,” I said. “I counted nearly a hundred ships in the harbor this morning—I want you to arrange for these ships to sail for King’s Port as soon as possible. Any civilians who are unable to find space on these ships should head for the countryside and seek refuge in the nearby towns. I will write a decree requiring any inns and taverns to provide free beds for refugees until the threat has passed.” 

	When Lord Gabrin opened his mouth to argue, I spoke over him. 

	“If there are soldiers willing to sacrifice their lives for Itrea, you can organize them to mount a defense from the harbor. You can keep the fastest ships behind to attack the Whitish army as they approach, and a few soldiers can defend the harbor from the islands. But I want no more than a hundred remaining here.” I gave Lord Gabrin a hard look. “Defending Larkhaven is a suicide mission, and I don’t want you to pretend otherwise.” 

	“They won’t follow you,” Lord Gabrin said. “They’re not ready to give up on Larkhaven.” 

	“Then persuade them.” I rose and glared down at him. “Two mornings from now, I expect to see two thousand of your soldiers ready to march to Baylore.” 

	 

	My father sought me out that afternoon while I was reviewing our supply numbers for the march to Baylore. We were short on weapons, tents, wagons, and food—our current stockpile of dried goods would hardly get us through the Wandering Woods. We would be reliant on the generosity of farmers in Baylore Valley—or we would be forced to take what we needed by force. I hoped it would not come to that. 

	“Kalleah,” my father greeted me. He stood in the door to my study with his hands clasped behind his back. 

	“Please take a seat.” My tone sounded too stiff; my already strained relationship with the former king had become even more uncomfortable with our reversal of power.  

	My father cleared his throat. “You must be careful. If you antagonize too many of your supporters, who does that leave?” 

	I sighed. “I have no time to persuade Lord Gabrin. If I wait until he comes around on his own, it will be too late. The Whitish army will slaughter us in our beds.” 

	“I know, but you should think about how you approach these matters in the future. Once you reclaim Baylore, you need to win your people back to your side, or you won’t have an army at all. Ruling a country is very different from conquering one.” 

	“I know. But right now our people need a conqueror to lead them. I’ll figure out how to rule once it comes to that.” 

	My father gave me a strained smile. “Just think about what I said.” Rising, he gave me a stiff bow and backed out of my study. 

	I was left staring at the chair he had just vacated, fear nearly choking me. 

	The thought of ruling Baylore once more terrified me. I had made such a mess of it the first time around that I had no faith in my ability to win people to my side. 

	It would almost be easier if our army was defeated before we took the city. A swift death on the battlefield, and someone else would have to clean up the mess Whitland left behind. 

	Sighing, I rested my head on my arms. If only I had someone to share this burden with. But it was mine alone to bear, as it had always been. 

	That was what it meant to rule. 
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	The Long March 

	 

	The next day passed in a frenzy of preparations. 

	I spent the morning visiting merchants and ship captains accompanied by Mellicante, Baridya, and Dellik; most agreed with the necessity of evacuating civilians and were willing to coordinate the effort with or without Lord Gabrin’s support. 

	Nearly a dozen captains of smaller, more maneuverable ships volunteered to stay behind and deal as much damage to the approaching Whitish fleet as they could. Many were old and stubborn; they liked the idea of a burial at sea, especially in service of their beloved city, more than the prospect of giving up their homes and livelihoods. A few, though, were young and reckless—I tried talking these captains out of throwing away their lives, but they would not relent. 

	“Are you sure King’s Port will take thousands of refugees?” Dellik asked as we started back up toward the royal residence. 

	“I’ve written to the governor,” I said. “If he can’t find space for the people of Larkhaven, he can help arrange passage to the Kinship Thrones. Chelt and Varrival might take in a few thousand each.” 

	The afternoon was spent trudging around the muddied army encampment in leather boots and calfskin leggings, checking on final numbers for food and weapons, coordinating a supply train, introducing myself to each new general, and planning our nightly campsites with help from Leoth and my father. 

	In the evening, Magreeda and her helpers organized a huge feast for the army and the townspeople as a way to use up the fresh produce we were unable to transport. Darkness had crept over Larkhaven by the time the long tables were laid out at the waterfront; lanterns were strung above the streets, and candles glowed in every window. I walked among my people, dressed simply, yet they still recognized me—despite what Lord Gabrin must have said, most were overjoyed to see me, reaching out to touch my arm or clasp my hand as I passed. 

	I was too worried to enjoy the festivities, but I put on a friendly smile, hoping to instill confidence and goodwill in my followers. The revelry lasted late into the night, growing louder by the hour—among the goods we could not transport were dozens of casks of aged wine—but I retired early. I could no longer keep up the pretense of enjoying myself. 

	Then it was morning, and our departure was upon us. 

	My army had packed up camp and stood waiting in more or less orderly ranks by the time the sun crested the hills. I strode up the main road to join them, cloak flapping about my legs in the chill ocean breeze, my long black hair pinned behind my head in a knot. 

	Those who had swords raised them in salute, shouting, “Queen Kalleah!” 

	I acknowledged them with a hand. 

	My father, Leoth, and Dellik stood at the front of the great line of soldiers, each holding the reins of a sleek stallion. 

	“Where is Lord Gabrin?” I asked quietly when I joined them. 

	“He has failed to gather his soldiers,” my father said. 

	I grimaced. “Nine plagues. We can’t delay—send a hundred soldiers around Larkhaven to knock on every door and summon any men and women who pledged to fight for Itrea.” 

	“At once, Your Majesty,” my father said. 

	Leoth gave me a half-bow, his expression grim. 

	While they were away, I made a show of inspecting our preparations, from the rations we had packed for the first leg of our journey to the horses pulling the supply train wagons. It was merely a ploy to disguise my nervousness; I was restless and could feel the weight of my army’s stares following me. Mellicante, Baridya, Viko, and Cal stood talking off to one side, Cal scuffing at the mud with his boots—I would gladly have joined them, but it would have been remiss of me to confer with my friends instead of my generals. 

	The longer my father and Leoth took, the more I worried. Was Lord Gabrin making a show of military opposition? Had he convinced my sworn soldiers that the best way to serve me was not following my army to Baylore, but instead throwing their lives away here? 

	I could think of nothing more to inspect, so I paced back to the road leading into Larkhaven and stood there, hands clasped behind my back, scanning the horizon. 

	At long last, nearly an hour later, my father reappeared at the front of the column. His brow glistened with sweat. Leoth followed close behind, shaking his head when he caught my eye. 

	“The Larkhaven recruits have assembled,” my father said. 

	“How many?” 

	“At least fifteen hundred.” 

	I sighed. It was not as many as I had hoped for, but there was a chance more would flee Larkhaven and join our cause once the Whitish ships arrived. 

	I had just mounted my steed when Lord Gabrin marched up and bellowed, “I won’t forget this! You’re no queen to us.” 

	“I thought you knew what had to be done,” I said curtly. “You saw what it was like when we fought for Larkhaven. That was nothing compared to what will come.” 

	“You’re a conqueror and a tyrant,” Lord Gabrin said coldly. “You don’t know how to rule, only how to fight. You will rue this decision, mark my words.” 

	I bit back a sharp retort. Before I could say anything I would regret, I wheeled my horse around and kicked it into a trot. Our odds of defeating Whitland were depressing enough without my supposed allies turning against me. 

	As my horse kicked up dust on the road toward Baylore, the rest of the army fell into line behind me. My father, Leoth, and Dellik had organized our soldiers; I merely needed to lead the way. Scouts set off at a gallop, quickly vanishing over a hill ahead of us, while my friends and advisors rode with me at the front of the column. 

	When we cleared the crest of the first hill, I glanced over my shoulder for a final view of Larkhaven. To my surprise, a pang of loss hit me at the sight of the graceful stone buildings tumbling down the grassy slope to the sea. Though I could not claim it as home, Larkhaven was the first place I had lived that I was sad to leave. 

	From up here, I could see my army snaking behind me, an impressive sight even without uniforms or armor. First rode the mounted soldiers—a collection of less than a hundred recruits who had brought horses from home—followed by the majority of our army on foot. Last came the supply wagons, enough to make up at least five merchant caravans. 

	“I wish we could have stayed here longer,” Leoth said. Unbeknownst to me, he had pulled up his horse alongside mine; I thought I recognized the same longing I felt mirrored in his eyes. “It was so much less stifling here.” 

	“Everything is going to change now,” I said grimly. I wanted to sit and memorize the view of Larkhaven for a bit longer, but my army was catching up, so I nudged my horse forward again. “This is it. We’re really going to war.” 

	Though I was reluctant to leave the comfort of Larkhaven, it was a relief to be on the road again. At least we were moving; the doubts and fears were easier to suppress now that we were making progress. 

	As the next days passed, my army fell into a rhythm of travel. Most had already journeyed from far up or down the coast to join me, and were accustomed to long days on the road; they did not complain at the cold nights or the slow pace our numbers forced us to keep. For my part, I rode more than I had ever ridden before, swapping horses every thirty minutes and frequently riding ahead of the army so I would not drain the energy of those around me too severely. Scouts with bows ranged ahead of me, ensuring the road remained clear of Whitish soldiers and bandits, and each night their report was the same—the road was empty. Not even a farmer ventured from home to sell goods at the Larkhaven market. Tidings of war had likely preceded us. 

	The changing seasons were more evident outside the city—fields of grass had turned brown, and the poplars lining the road in places were swathed in brilliant yellow. The sickly-sweet smell of rotting apples rose from several farmyards, and Baridya stopped once to gather a handful of apples that had not yet fallen for us and our horses. 

	On the second morning of our journey, I was surprised to see Nyla walking alongside Cal, who must have given his horse over to someone else. I had expected Nyla to remain behind with Lord Gabrin and the rest of her family; when I questioned her about it, she reddened and admitted she had slipped away while her father was out. 

	Each day Leoth trained the generals from first light, while the designated camp cooks prepared huge quantities of porridge for breakfast and flatbread for us to pack along for lunch; in the afternoon, we stopped an hour before sunset to allow the rest of the troops to train. The days were getting short, so our schedule did not leave much time for making progress toward Baylore.

	Once the sun set each night, Leoth, Baridya, and Mellicante joined me around a cookfire, where we shared dinner and cinnamon tea. Kamarri and the other magicians under her charge spent the evenings together, not far from my tent, while Viko joined us from time to time, though he mostly kept to himself. I had not expected him to follow us from Larkhaven, yet here he was, and he applied himself to training with a fervor he had never shown before. The dark circles beneath his eyes were less pronounced, and his eyes lit with enthusiasm when we spoke to him. 

	Meanwhile, my father rotated between different campfire circles each evening, speaking to my soldiers as though they were equals and reassuring them that all was going according to plan. I knew I should have followed his example, but I would never have his charm. When I joined a group of soldiers on our first night away from Larkhaven, they immediately stiffened, wary of either my title or my forbidden power. 

	It was far easier to allow my father to act in my stead. 

	With blankets draped over our shoulders, hot mugs of tea in hand, Leoth, Baridya, Mellicante, and I spent hours brainstorming ways to infiltrate Baylore. 

	“Could we develop some sort of Weaver’s enchantment that will allow us to climb the walls?” Baridya asked. 

	“That would only work if no one was guarding the walls,” Leoth said. 

	“Maybe we could poison the guards with a noxious gas.” Mellicante’s tone was jesting. 

	“Yes, and kill all our citizens in the meantime,” I said. 

	“We just need dragons,” Baridya said. “We could fly over the wall and drop down on them when they least expect it.” 

	Mellicante snorted. “That’s brilliant. Aside from the fact that dragons don’t exist, of course.” 

	We could see no way around it—the city walls were virtually impenetrable, and if we tried to climb them, the Truthbringers would fight us back. 

	“There’s a reason siege warfare exists,” Mellicante reminded us more than once, when we ran out of increasingly outlandish suggestions. “If there was an easy way to capture a city, no one would bother building towers and lobbing rocks at the walls.” 

	“Yes, but most conquering armies aren’t familiar with the cities they’re trying to take over,” I said. “Surely our knowledge of Baylore will help us somehow.” 

	“It would if we had friends in the city who could smuggle us in,” Leoth said. “But the Truthbringers are monitoring everyone who comes and goes, so we would have a hard time delivering a message. Besides, I don’t trust anyone at the palace just now.” 

	“I wonder if the Truthbringers have already started targeting the magic races,” Baridya said quietly. “I hope we’re not too late.” 

	We fell silent for a long moment at this, staring into the flames. Baridya and Mellicante had no magic, so they would have been safe from persecution had they remained in Baylore, but Leoth and I, with our forbidden blood, would have been the first ones to suffer. 

	Leoth caught my eye and gave me a bleak smile. No one else knew about his forbidden power—Baridya and Mellicante had no idea what he had been through. 

	“I never thought this could happen in Baylore,” Baridya said at last. “It’s different in the Kinship Thrones—most of the kingdoms have been warring amongst themselves for as long as anyone can remember. But I didn’t think the fight would come here.” 

	“I’ve heard rumors that Whitland is struggling to raise taxes at the moment,” Mellicante said. “They had a drought recently, and peasants resent lining the king’s coffers when they can’t feed their own families. War has always been a smart financial move for them, so I bet this war is nothing but a way to shut down rebellions.” 

	Leoth shook his head. “Is that all we are to them? An excuse to unite against a common foe?” 

	“More or less,” Mellicante said. 

	“Maybe that’s what we should be doing, instead of taking over Baylore,” I said. “We should sail to Whitland and rile up a few peasants against the king.” 

	Leoth snorted. “Yeah, that would work well. Just look at us—we’d easily blend in.” Our skin was brown, our hair black, where the Whitish were pale-skinned and light-haired.   

	I laughed. “Well, our odds of passing unnoticed in Whitland might be better than our odds of storming Baylore.”

	At night we left the fires smoldering—from our scouts’ reports, there were no enemies to hide from on this side of the Wandering Woods—and slept wrapped in blankets. I had a high-ceilinged canvas tent to myself, which should have been a luxury; unfortunately, the large open space within meant I had no hope of warming it. I wished I could invite my friends to join me and lend their body heat to the space, but my power would kill them if they spent the full night in close quarters with me. 

	Instead, I passed each night huddled under every blanket I could find, the icy air still biting at my exposed cheeks and nose. 

	 

	We reached the border of the Wandering Woods four days after leaving Larkhaven. The journey had taken much longer with troops to move than it had when we first traveled to Larkhaven, which was not an encouraging sign, especially with winter creeping toward us. 

	When we drew within sight of the woods, my soldiers grew restless. Most had never traveled west before, and their world ended where the wall of trees rose from rolling farmland.

	Despite the ominous clouds creeping in from the coast, we camped outside the Wandering Woods, close enough to hear the creaking of trees all night. Over a subdued dinner, my father and Dakolth threaded their way through camp, reassuring my soldiers that hundreds of Itreans had followed the forest road for centuries without any trouble. There was nothing to fear as long as we stayed on the road and did not stray beneath the trees. Though Dakolth’s words were comforting, his expression was troubled. 

	“Do you expect trouble?” I asked quietly when he stopped by my cookfire. 

	“Not exactly.” He settled on a rock nearby, tugging absently at dead tufts of grass. “I have not been able to contact my people since I left home. There will be scouts watching our movements, but they have avoided me. I know my people wish to demonstrate that they are not to be trifled with, but if we are fortunate, they will save their aggression for the Whitish army.” 

	“Is there anything we can do to help?” I asked. 

	“You know we should not light fires, of course.” 

	I nodded. 

	“We must move as fast as possible, and stop all weapons training until we reach the plains.” 

	“Did you tell my soldiers this when you were speaking with them earlier?” 

	“Of course,” Dakolth said. 

	“Then we’ll have to hope for the best.” 

	That night, I dreamed of trees creeping their roots over me while I lay motionless, slowly suffocating me; of trunks with faces in the bark, watching us with demonic red eyes. Even when I woke between nightmares, I couldn’t shake my fear. 

	The only army that had ever tried to pass through the Wandering Woods had vanished without a trace. 

	True, that army had been Whitish, and the forest road had not existed centuries ago. Even so, the Drifters answered to no law. They were perfectly capable of decimating us if they decided they would not tolerate any army in their forest. 

	When a pale dawn broke through the darkness, footsteps and voices drifting by as the camp roused, I felt I had been awake all night. I dressed hurriedly, my breath misting before me, and pushed back the tent flap. Then I froze. A thin layer of snow coated the ground and the tops of tents, blanketing the plains and dusting the trees before us with a sugary powder. 

	This was a bad sign. Winter was nearly upon us, and we had no chance of taking Baylore before the worst of the weather descended. 

	The snow melted by the time we finished packing up camp. I was not the only one with dark circles under my eyes; apprehension hung thick in the air. All was silent as I mounted my horse and led the way into the Wandering Woods, Dakolth by my side. 

	 

	 

	
4

	The Forest Road

	 

	We traveled through the woods for nine days, walking from daybreak to twilight. Though we saw no sign of the Drifters, and the trees remained immobile, the hairs on my neck prickled constantly—I was sure we were being watched. 

	No one spoke unless necessary, and even then we whispered. Our meals of hard cheese, wayfarers’ bread, dried fruits, and nuts grew harder to stomach by the day, especially after the cold nights. I craved hot tea and rich stew and bread straight from the oven. 

	Leoth, Baridya, Mellicante, and I took to eating our dinners inside my tent, sitting cross-legged on the fur rug that covered most of the ground. Instead of worrying about the coming attack on Baylore, we spoke of happier things—the festival-like Midwinter markets Baridya used to visit in Chelt, filled with people and goods from every corner of the known world; the time Mellicante had helped arrange passage for a crate of contraband goods, not knowing their contents, and later learned they were used to blow up one of the king’s residences in the Whitish countryside; the attempts Leoth’s mother had made to set him up with various suitable women, when he had sent his ugliest friend in his place. 

	The more time I spent with Leoth, the more I wished we could return to the days when we had been giddily in love, heedless of the consequences. 

	Now, though, he was guarded around me. I knew we could never be together, yet that did not stop me from craving his company. He tried to push me away because he thought he was a liability to the throne, while I wanted to show him that his Curse-Weaver blood and the scars down his back and arms did not matter to me. They did not change who he was, any more than my Extractor powers defined me. 

	On our fifth day in the woods, Leoth kicked his horse into a trot and drew ahead of the army, disappearing into the shadows ahead. It seemed we walked through an endless corridor of shadows, the trees stifling the weak sun and dimming the light until it seemed we were trapped forever in twilight. 

	When Leoth did not reappear after an hour, I began to fear he had run into trouble with the trees. I traded mounts and urged my new horse to a canter, straining my eyes to see any flicker of movement through the gloom. Apart from birdsong and the small rustling of mammals in the underbrush, the forest was silent. 

	At last I rounded a bend and nearly bowled Leoth over. He had dismounted and now walked alongside his horse, stroking her neck and murmuring softly. He flinched when he saw me, and backed hastily out of my horse’s path. 

	I slowed and dismounted as well, taking my horse’s reins and waiting until he caught up with me. “What is it?” 

	“What do you mean?” Leoth’s tone was defensive. 

	“You rode off alone. Is something wrong?” 

	“Am I not allowed a moment to myself?” 

	“Not in the woods.” I met his eyes for a brief moment before he looked away, but in that fleeting glance, I could see uncertainty and aching vulnerability. 

	I said nothing, hoping the silence might give him a chance to put his thoughts into words. 

	“Why do you keep seeking my company?” he said eventually, his voice bitter. “I thought I would fade into the background with your army. I thought I would be one more faceless soldier marching for the good of Itrea. But you won’t leave me alone. You know we can never be together. The more time we spend together, the more it will hurt us both.” 

	“Maybe I’m just selfish. But you would never fade into the background. You’re too good at leading. People know you and trust you—they’d rather follow someone who isn’t dangerous.”

	He snorted. 

	“Well, that’s the way they see it. And maybe they never have to learn the truth.” 

	“You would hide it from them?” 

	I shook my head. “People aren’t rational at the best of times. I saw that more than enough in Baylore. Sometimes lying is kinder than telling the truth, and if they never know or suspect, what harm does it cause?” 

	“There’s no way I can keep this hidden forever.” 

	“Why not? You managed it for the first twenty-three years of your life.” 

	Leoth sighed. “No. Too many people know. That’s what I was trying to decide, Kalleah—I’m not sure I should go back to Baylore at all.” 

	I stopped in my tracks and stared at him. “What? Where else would you go?” 

	Leoth neither slowed nor looked my way. “Away. Somewhere far enough from the capital that I would no longer endanger you. Maybe I could return to King’s Port. They treated me well when I last visited.” 

	“You could do that? Abandon your country when your people need you most, all because you’re afraid? Abandon me?” 

	By his silence, I surmised Leoth was trying to convince himself as much as me. He believed this was better for our country, yet I could not see it that way. 

	“I was never good at ruling, Leoth. People were frightened of me, and not just because of my power. I don’t have your charisma. It was you who turned my followers into the beginnings of an army. It was you who gathered the people of Larkhaven to my side. If you left, I would be nothing more than a conqueror. I would inspire fear in my people, not passion.” 

	“You don’t give yourself enough credit. And anyway, if you rely on me as a crutch, what will you do once people turn on me? No. It’s better for me to leave now than for you to deal with the fallout when my secret comes out.” 

	“Oh, Leoth.” From the way he spoke, I could tell he liked the idea of leaving no more than I did. Yet as always, fear of the truth drove him. He had taken extreme measures to hide his secret in the past, and that habit was evidently buried deep in him. “Can you tell me more about what it was like in Baylore? I’d like to know what we face. What happened after you took the throne?” 

	He sighed and twisted a hand into his horse’s mane. “You can likely guess much of it. You know I replaced the city guards with Truthbringers and men they had chosen. They set up their own criminal court in the Warehouse District, where they tried people accused of crimes relating to magic. They quickly overstepped their bounds there, and meted out brutal sentences on the weight of rumor alone. It became a way for people to do away with neighbors they disliked or businesses they disliked competing with. Accuse a Flamespinner of setting something on fire with malicious intent, or an old crone of hiding Extractor powers, and a life sentence was the gentlest punishment they might see.” 

	Cold settled in my chest as he spoke, and the woods seemed to close in around us, the darkness growing heavier and more oppressive. I had known something like this was happening, but to hear it laid bare…

	“I did push for work to proceed swiftly on the Great Southern Road, as you asked, and that seemed a popular decision. It wasn’t just Makhori merchants who suffered when trade from Larkhaven cut off. Usually only a handful of beggars linger around the streets, but more and more began losing jobs, until certain alleys were nothing more than outdoor boarding houses at night. These were the people I recruited to work on the road, and they were as glad of the excuse to escape Baylore as they were of paid employment. Even that was difficult—the Truthbringers thought anyone leaving the city was hiding forbidden blood, so they required paperwork for any travel, including short visits to family.” 

	“So much has changed,” I breathed. 

	“That’s only the beginning of it.” Leoth sighed heavily. “The next order of business was rewriting our legal code to include the religious rules taught in Whitland. I pushed for this to come before anything else, because I hoped it would be a difficult, bureaucratic process that could take years to untangle, and would distract the Truthbringers from their harsher plans. But the laws were worse than I expected. 

	“So many things are restricted there that I did not realize. Women can’t own businesses or even keep money in the bank without written approval from their husband or father. Animals cannot live in houses with people, because apparently this is a mark of bestiality. No buildings can be constructed of stone except cathedrals and castles—which are apparently ordained by Varos or one of the Nine. I’m not exactly clear on their teachings.” 

	“I thought you studied Whitish customs,” I said quietly, trying to keep the horror from my voice. This was not merely an invading army we needed to fight back; the Truthbringers were re-stitching the very fabric of our society. 

	“I studied their battle tactics and swordfighting styles,” Leoth said. “That’s all.” 

	“What were the other laws?” 

	“I can’t remember the half of them. But there were a few others that will overturn everything we value. The use of magic is criminal, and any with magic blood are legally viewed as less than human. A woman’s loss of virginity before marriage is rightful cause for her to be thrown onto the streets with no prospects.” Leoth’s eyes flickered to mine, and I could see his shame. “Women cannot marry women, and men cannot marry men. Varseday is the holiest of holy days, and any who do not worship properly can be fined.” 

	“And did you see these laws enacted?” I asked, quieter than ever. It took a great effort to continue placing one foot in front of the other on the forest road. 

	“No. That’s partly why the Truthbringers turned on me. I tried to hold them up with questions and logistics, because half these laws are impractical in Baylore. For instance, were we to tear down the entire city and re-build it from wood? Would we seize every business owned by a woman and dismantle it or gift it to the nearest man? The Truthbringers agreed that re-building the city was not feasible, but they would gladly have torn power and status from women at once. To them, it seemed unnatural and offensive. In their teachings, women are the ones who betrayed humankind and brought the taint of magic to the world, so they are not to be trusted.” 

	“You see now why I fought so hard to keep them from power. Why it horrified me that people listened to them.” 

	“I’ve know that for a long time,” Leoth said softly. “Ever since I started talking with you about politics, I knew you were right and my own ideas had been twisted by my father. But what was I supposed to do? He had compelled me to join the Truthbringers years ago, and they watched my every move. I was their spokesperson, their pawn. And if I ever stepped out of line, my father threatened to reveal my secret. The way they treated the forbidden races…well, you saw what they did to me when they found out. And they would have done much worse if your friends had not saved me.” 

	We walked on in silence for a few more minutes, while I tried to reconcile everything he had said with my knowledge of Baylore. Evening was beginning to settle over the Wandering Woods, leeching away the few bands of light that had managed to find their way through the forest canopy. “Did you ever think they were doing the right thing?” 

	“At the start, yes. Years ago. My parents had beat it into me that I was evil and malformed, and I thought the world would be a better place if people like me never existed. If the Truthbringers wiped out the forbidden races, there would be no chance of our taint corrupting another poor child.”

	“Leoth—” 

	But he spoke over me, and I could hear the pain in his voice. “The person I became—the things I started to believe—all of it was a way to erase my taint. Somehow I thought if I did the Truthbringers’ bidding well enough, the scars might heal. I never believed in their gods, but a few times I prayed to Varos that I would wake and find myself whole again.” 

	I wanted to take him into my arms, but I knew he would push me away. So instead I kept walking and fixed my eyes on the dim road. 

	“By the time I started to realize how far the Truthbringers’ plans went, I was in too deep. I couldn’t remove myself from their organization without seeming a traitor. And my father was furious when I mentioned my doubts. He told me never to speak of it again, and reminded me what the Truthbringers would do to me if they learned what I was. I nearly defied them anyway, but I lost my courage at the last moment.

	“It’s been going on for years, Kalleah. You only saw a fraction of it. At first the Truthbringers were nothing more than a curiosity, but their ideas have spread, taking hold until people think they actually believe what those bastards are teaching. So I don’t know if anyone would question them if they started forcing women out of their jobs and seizing their wealth. I have no idea what we’ll find when we return to Baylore.” 

	“And your father?” 

	“My parents have been working for the Truthbringers from the start. They wouldn’t turn against them.” 

	“How are we going to win people back?” I asked morosely. “It seems breaking through the city walls will be much easier than convincing the citizenry to believe us.” 

	Leoth had no answer to offer. 

	We continued in silence. Above, a gentle breeze hissed through the leaves, while the air within the forest was as still as ever. The ringing bird calls faded along with the afternoon light, and a chill settled around us. 

	How could I mend things between us? Around others, Leoth was as charming and good-humored as ever, but when we were alone, I could see nothing but the fear and uncertainty he grappled with. I didn’t want him to feel as though he had to pretend to be something he was not, yet at the same time, I was the one who had pushed him to tell me his secret, to expose his deepest vulnerability. If not for me, he could have gone on pretending all was well, and perhaps I would have come to trust him again regardless. 

	After a time, our horses began dragging their feet, heads bobbing low to the ground as they clopped along behind us. 

	“I should go,” I said, my voice oddly loud in the stillness. “I don’t want you dropping to sleep where you stand. Can you take my horse?” 

	“Of course. We’ll likely set up camp in a few minutes anyway.” 

	I handed him my reins, and as he took them, our hands brushed together. Our eyes met for the briefest heartbeat, and in that unguarded moment, I saw his look of desperate longing. 

	“Leoth, I…”

	The words died on my tongue. What had I meant to say? That I loved him? What would that accomplish? No, there were too many words left unspoken between us, and Leoth was determined to keep it that way. I did not want to hurt him by pushing for more too soon. He had changed himself forever in his own eyes when he revealed his secret. He had deliberately wounded himself, stripped away the shell that had become an integral part of him, and in doing so he thought he had lost me. Or perhaps that was what he intended. Was it selfishness to want to hold him by my side? 

	I turned away and padded back to the main column of the army, my eyes playing tricks on me as I walked alone through the darkness. More than once, I thought I saw several pairs of eyes watching me from the shadows of the forest, the trees shifting as I passed. It was a relief when I rejoined the army at last. 

	 

	On our ninth day, I rounded a corner and caught sight of a brilliant patch of light breaking through the arching trees ahead. We had reached the edge of the woods. I kicked my horse into a gallop, wishing I could run to burn off the excess energy I had drained from my army. My horse flattened his neck, tail streaming out behind, until I reined him in where the trees ended, startled. 

	A thin crust of snow coated the plains, snow that had not fallen on us. The woods must have sheltered us from the storm. Winter was near—nearer than I wanted to admit. 

	I leapt down from the saddle and stood with a hand tangled in my stallion’s hair, trying to memorize the plains that were both familiar and oddly foreign. 

	Belatedly I realized I should have been wary of the Whitish contingent that had guarded this edge of the woods. Yet no sign of those men remained. When I spotted the remains of a bonfire not far from the road, the blackened logs encrusted with ice, I wondered if someone had killed them all and dealt with their bodies. My scouts, perhaps, or had it been Leoth’s guards as he fled Baylore? 

	Hooves pounded behind me—my father and Leoth galloped around the corner before slowing abruptly when they saw me. 

	“What now?” my father asked, pulling his horse up beside mine. “The Truthbringers will surely have spies watching the road between here and Baylore. Do we ride openly and allow word of our approach to precede us, or do we travel by farm roads and risk angering the folk who own them?” 

	“We ride openly. There’s no way to hide an army this large out here, and we can’t afford to waste any time. Our scouts can capture or kill any spies.” 

	My father nodded sharply. “Very well. Should we camp here, or press on?” 

	“Ask Lady Mellicante if she knows where we might be able to camp. If there isn’t anything for the next several hours, we can stay here.” 

	My father saluted me and wheeled his horse around to rejoin our forces. I suspected he had only asked for my input to make a show of obeying my authority. 

	Once we were alone, Leoth dismounted and led his horse closer to mine. “I never thought this day would come,” he said wryly. 

	I raised my eyebrows. 

	“You and me, riding to battle together. I really thought you might toss me off a cliff when I showed up in Larkhaven.” 

	This was the old Leoth, the one who pretended he did not live in fear. Whether or not it was a mask, I welcomed the return to normalcy. “Do I really seem that ruthless?” I joked lightly. 

	“You’re starting to get a reputation,” Leoth said with a roguish smile. “But I don’t believe it. You’re just like me, pretending to be what people need you to be.” 

	I nodded slowly. “And right now, that’s a conqueror. A ruthless warrior. But what happens when the war is over? How do I become a queen they can trust?” 

	“Worry about getting into Baylore first,” Leoth said. “We might not live to deal with what happens next.” 

	The way he spoke, I almost thought he had changed his mind—that he was planning to stay with my army as we wrested Baylore back from our enemies. But I said nothing. I did not want to push him before he had truly decided. 

	His rich black eyes trapped mine, and he pressed his lips together as though biting back words. 

	Then the main body of my army appeared from beneath the trees, and the moment was lost. 
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	Baylore Valley 

	 

	As we forged on toward Baylore, the icy white coating lingered, and I realized after a day that most of it was actually frost, thickening each night. 

	Eager though I had been to escape the oppressive darkness of the Wandering Woods, I missed the shelter of the forest. Out here on the plains, wind was a constant companion, grazing my cheeks and turning my fingers to ice. No matter how many layers I wore, I could not keep warm. 

	At least I now had an excuse to walk rather than ride. My friends joined me in foregoing our horses so we could thaw our frozen joints with a brisk walk. 

	When we came upon Valleywall, the first town west of the Wandering Woods, I was surprised to find crowds lining the streets and cheering. We were invited to camp the night on the outskirts of town, while I bedded down at the nicest inn along with my makeshift court. 

	The town was gaudy and densely populated, filled with two-story houses and shops built into a hillside. Each level towered above the one below, and finely-wrought metal fences enclosed most dwellings. Built where the untamed plains gave way to Baylore Valley, Valleywall was famous for its fine metalworking, which was in evidence everywhere, from the fences to ostentatious gates to balconies hanging out over the street below. Even knowing this town’s fame, I had not expected such sophistication. Valleywall was more of a small city than a country settlement. 

	The mayor, Lord Hemrith, hosted us at his villa for dinner. The sprawling complex perched in four levels along the hillside just outside town, built of smooth grey stone with bright red and yellow and orange accents. Inside, the manor was as fine as it appeared from the outside, with fine furniture carved from dark wood imported from the Kinship Thrones, rugs and stained glass windows displaying styles from every corner of the world, and a dining room large enough to comfortably host a party of thirty. 

	Over dinner, I probed for information on Baylore. “How did you know we were approaching?” I asked cautiously. 

	“Baylore may have stopped trading with Larkhaven, but we haven’t,” said an elderly man with white hair tied into a tail. “My boys were there only days before your army left, so we’ve been expecting you for some time.” 

	“How have you gotten past the patrol at the forest edge?” 

	The elderly man cleared his throat. “We have family in Borderville, one of whom married a Drifter. They have arranged a way for us to bypass the patrol.” 

	I suppressed a sigh. When we had stayed a night in Borderville, the residents had insisted there was no safe way through the Wandering Woods. But there was no point debating that now. “Have you seen any spies along the road?” I asked instead. “When we reached the forest border a few days back, we found it unguarded.” 

	The mayor leaned forward. Lord Hemrith was a slight man, with wispy brown hair streaked with grey. “If you’re asking whether the Truthbringers know you are headed for Baylore, I can assure you they do. However, none of the spies have made their presence known here.” 

	“Ah.” I was not surprised to hear of spies. “And any word from Baylore?” 

	“Very little,” Lord Hemrith said. “Earlier this year we took in several magicians who were wise enough to flee when the Truthbringers started gaining power, but as far as we can tell, the gates are now closed. A few farmers are still allowed in to sell their goods, but most hand over their wares at the gates. I’d guess the Sullimsday market has been shut down.” 

	“My uncle made it out,” said a woman in a gown that would have looked at home in Baylore Palace. “His wife was back here, and she became very ill, so he applied for a special permit to travel and visit her. The terms stated that if he didn’t return to Baylore before Midwinter, his place in the city would be forfeited.” 

	I smiled grimly. “They must have heard I was gathering support in Larkhaven.” I took a small swallow of wine—it was a delicious late-harvest white wine, as thick and sweet as honey. “And do you have any idea what the general populace thinks of the situation in Baylore? Do most of the outlying towns support the Truthbringers, or do they realize something is wrong?” 

	“It’s very hard to gauge what the overall sentiment is,” the mayor said. “The people who left Baylore spoke of how common sense has deserted their former friends and neighbors, but that was many spans ago. People these days either support the Truthbringers or fear to speak out against them.” 

	“It’s true,” the white-haired man said. “My boys say the Truthbringers have eyes and ears everywhere. Their supporters claim it’s to keep watch in case the demon queen—begging your pardon, Your Majesty—returns to overthrow them, and everyone else thinks they’re waiting to punish anyone who speaks against them. No one likes to talk about these things in case the wrong person overhears.” 

	Servants appeared with our main course just then, and we fell silent apart from the clank of cutlery against ceramic. Though the fare was typical of late autumn—squashes and root vegetables and dark game—I was impressed with the manner in which it was presented. There were butternut squash dumplings in saffron cream, carrots glazed with honey, a rich broth with caramelized onions and venison, and potatoes sliced thin and baked with pungent cheese. Once again, the level of sophistication surprised me. 

	While I helped myself to a second serving of dumplings, Lord Hemrith asked, “Would you object to answering a few questions as well, Your Majesty? We have been as starved for news as you.”

	“Of course.” 

	“What are the Truthbringers hoping to accomplish? Have you figured out their final aim? We know they are trying to turn the population against the magic races, but to what end?” 

	I set aside my fork. The elderly man’s sons must have missed the news of Whitish ships approaching—the talk of the town would have been my imminent march on Baylore, not Larkhaven’s evacuation in the face of an enemy invasion. 

	“The Truthbringers are Whitish priests. They’ve come to destabilize our political system and take Baylore, because the Whitish High King intends to conquer Itrea. He won’t find any resistance if Baylore is already in the hands of the Truthbringers.” 

	Lord Hemrith grimaced. “We suspected as much, but no one was certain.” 

	“We need to take Baylore before winter, or we’ll be fighting without any defenses against an army that vastly outnumbers us.” 

	Lord Hemrith folded his hands on the table and looked around at his fellow townspeople; some nodded and others shrugged. 

	“We wish to support you. Is there any way we can help?” 

	I was touched. “We have a supply train set up from Larkhaven—if you could give the drivers a place to rest for the night, they would be very grateful. And any excess harvest you could donate would make a difference.” 

	“Certainly,” Lord Hemrith said. 

	The elderly man smiled. “I’m sure some of our youth will want to join the army as well.” 

	“We would take them gladly. But I don’t want to give anyone false hope—we are an untrained army facing the world’s deadliest foe. I can make no promises of victory.” 

	He nodded solemnly. 

	“Your Majesty, you may have heard that our town specializes in metalworking,” Lord Hemrith said. “We would gladly supply you with weapons, if that would make a difference.” 

	I sat up straighter. “Please. We are struggling to arm our soldiers quickly enough. If you were willing to deliver swords with each supply train that passes through, it could make the difference between victory and defeat.” 

	“Gladly, Your Majesty. We eagerly await the day when Itrea is once more free of Whitish influence.” 

	 

	It was late night before our final course was cleared away. I had spent the time trading seats around the table, ostensibly to speak with as many of the townspeople as possible, though in truth I sought to ensure my power did not drain anyone’s strength too severely. Baridya and Leoth were a little unsteady on their feet, while Dakolth looked relieved when the formalities ended. 

	“It was an honor to host you,” the mayor said, clasping my hand on the way out. “I hope we meet again in happier times.” 

	“As do I.” 

	“It gives you hope, doesn’t it?” Baridya said as we followed the road back to our inn. Overhead, the clear night sky revealed a glittering canvas of stars. “This is what Itrea should be like.” 

	Face lifted to the sky, she tripped on a rock; Mellicante caught her and looped an arm around her waist. 

	Leoth leaned close and whispered in my ear, “I’ll fight for you, Your Majesty. Let me prove myself worthy.” The smell of wine was heavy on his breath. 

	Even though he was drunk, and even though I knew it was a mistake, I matched my pace with his and let our elbows brush together. He trailed his fingers ever so lightly down my spine and then withdrew. 

	 

	We slept late the next morning, and when we took to the road at last, forty new soldiers joined our ranks. It seemed Valleywall had a tradition of swordplay, which made sense given that their workshops produced most of Itrea’s ornamental swords; the new recruits were as skilled at fighting as Leoth and were quickly enlisted to help with the nightly training. 

	Four days later, we reached the Elygian River, where Baridya, Mellicante, Quendon, and I had leapt from the bridge to escape attack on our way to Larkhaven. I had hoped to avoid drawing attention in Pelek, as our reception there had been less than friendly on the way to Larkhaven, but it took more than an hour for our army to cross the bridge. By the time our entire contingent had assembled on the opposite bank—nearly five thousand soldiers, a hundred horses, and two dozen wagons—a crowd had gathered to watch us with varying degrees of curiosity and suspicion. 

	No one came up to speak with us directly, but I could hear the crowd muttering as we passed. 

	“Who does she think she is, calling herself queen when her own people don’t want her?” 

	“That there is why we’re never gonna get ahead. Them Makhori take what they want without asking.” 

	“Bastards and whores, the lot of ’em.” 

	“I bet they’re swarming with forbidden filth.” 

	Unlike the residents of Valleywall, these people were farmers and simple craftspeople, much poorer and more plainly dressed. Their lack of magic blood was evidenced by their pale skin—they were the sort of people who would resent the wealth and prestige afforded to magicians who trained at Baylore University. People like them had very little chance of moving to Baylore; the city was too expensive. Their only future was the same backbreaking farm work they had always known, eking a living from the land. 

	I could see why these people listened to the Truthbringers. According to their teachings, the magic races were responsible for all poverty and inequality in Itrea. If we could be ousted from our positions, these farmers thought they would rise in our place. It was naught but lies, yet I understood why the residents of Pelek clung to it. They had little else to hope for. 

	Still, it was hard to keep my anger from showing as I rode through the muttering crowd. They made no effort to keep their voices down; in fact, I suspected they wanted to be overheard. They were hoping for a show of ruthlessness that would solidify their hatred of me. I sat stiff-backed, eyes fixed on the road ahead. 

	As I passed the crossroads at Pelek, where we intersected a road running south along the river to Druin and north along a washed-out track that had once led directly to Baylore, I caught sight of a rider raising a trail of dust as he tore down the road toward the capital. He must have cut through farm roads to bypass us. 

	I beckoned one of our scouts closer. “Can you bring him down?” 

	“We’ll try.” 

	She rounded up the scouts who had stayed behind to help our wagons cross the river, and they took off at a thundering gallop. Even if they did manage to stop the rider before he reached Baylore, though, I was certain we were too late to stop word from spreading. 

	The Truthbringers would be waiting for us. 

	 

	At long last, we came within sight of Baylore. The city walls looming over the plains evoked nothing but dread—this was where I had lost my throne, and where I was about to gamble my life on a desperate hope. 

	Hearth-span was drawing near, and with it winter, though the cold had let up ever so slightly since we reached Baylore Valley. As we rode toward the distant city, I yearned for another night in my bed at Baylore Palace, buried beneath a mountain of duck-down quilts, the enchanted tapestries radiating warmth. 

	“And here we are,” Leoth said, spurring his horse up alongside mine. “I never thought much about the wall before, but it’s bloody intimidating. How are we meant to breach that?” 

	“No idea.” 

	Ever since we had left the woods, Leoth had been acting as though our conversation there had never taken place. Was he still considering leaving my army? If he was, he made no sign of it. I could sense that he was still as wary and wounded as ever, yet he now kept up pretenses around me as he did around everyone else. I liked the return of our comfortable companionship, though I feared the way he hid his true thoughts meant he was trying to push me away. 

	My army was camped behind a hill near Twenty-League Town, out of sight of anyone keeping watch in the town or on the walls of Baylore. I had ridden ahead with twenty others, all heavily armed. 

	Since there was no one in sight between here and the city gates, I kicked my horse to a gallop and pulled ahead of my companions. When last I had seen Baylore, I had been disgraced and presumed dead. Much as I had tried to win support, I had been thwarted at every turn. It was surreal to return here now with thousands of allies at my heel. 

	Closer to the city, I could see that the gates stood closed. The sight made my neck prickle with unease—anything could be hiding behind those walls. Those gates could conceal the ravages of plague or fire, or an army waiting to ride out to meet us. 

	Then I pulled my horse up short. Hopelessness nearly choked me. 

	Atop the wall, each no more than five paces apart neighbor, stood hundreds upon hundreds of soldiers in white uniforms and robes. 

	The Truthbringers were ready for us. 
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	The Watchers on the Wall 

	 

	I wheeled my horse around and galloped away from Baylore as fast as I could. “Turn back,” I shouted to my companions. “We’ll be seen!” 

	“Are those guards on the walls?” Mellicante asked as she kicked her horse into a trot. 

	“Truthbringers. Hundreds of them.” 

	“Bloody Varse.” 

	We did not slow until we reached our camp. When I asked for my father, Dellik said he had gone into town to see if we could set up a discreet base at one of the inns, where we could arrange supplies to keep our army as long as we stayed in the area. She said he was certain we would find support among the locals. 

	“What did you see?” she asked in a low voice. 

	“The walls are heavily guarded, and it looks as though the Truthbringers have been recruiting aggressively since we left. I can’t see a way in. We need to gather the generals and discuss strategy tonight.” 

	Dellik nodded sharply. “I’ll send for you as soon as Baltheor returns.” 

	It wasn’t long before my father returned from Twenty-League Town. My friends, advisors, and generals followed as he led us along farm tracks and through back roads to The Shepherd’s Crook, the inn he had designated as our base. Viko joined us as well, at Mellicante’s insistence—she evidently did not trust him enough to leave him unsupervised. Though I was wary of a trap, my father reassured me he had sent scouts to scour the entire town for Truthbringers or armed locals before we arrived, and had found nothing. 

	“They don’t need to attack us here,” he said. “Their spies would have reported on the number of soldiers in our army and our lack of siege engines—they know we can never breach the city wall.” 

	His words did little to comfort me. 

	Inside The Shepherd’s Crook, a roaring fire took the chill from the air. The innkeeper bowed low to me and greeted us with nervous excitement. 

	“Of course you will enjoy the very best of my hospitality, little though it may be,” he said hurriedly. “I fear my rooms are not suited for royalty. It honors me deeply to host you, Your Majesty. I have watched the recent changes with growing unease, and feared all was lost when you were declared dead and the pretender Leoth took your throne.” 

	By my side, Leoth shifted uneasily. It seemed word that he traveled with us had not spread. 

	“Thank you for your generous welcome,” I said smoothly. “We are not demanding guests, I assure you. Any hospitality will be greatly appreciated after our time on the road.” 

	The innkeeper bowed once more. “You truly honor me, Your Majesty.” 

	With winter upon us and trade so greatly diminished, the inn stood empty of guests, so the innkeeper had set aside every room for us. Once we had been shown our allocated rooms and given the chance to deposit our belongings, I descended the stairs to the dining room. A bath could wait until after we discussed strategy. 

	“Were the guards patrolling the entire perimeter of the city?” my father asked once we had settled around one of the largest tables. The innkeeper brought us steaming mugfuls of hot chocolate, cinnamon tea, spiced apple cider, and mulled wine, along with plates of honeyed millet cakes fresh from the oven. 

	Though I wrapped my hands around my mug, I was too distracted to taste the drink. “I couldn’t tell, but they stretched as far as I could see. I’ll send a scout to ride around the back.” 

	“The question is, how many are trained to fight?” my father asked. “It could be nothing more than show.” 

	“From everything I know about Whitland, I doubt they would have sent any but their most competent soldiers to play the role of Truthbringers,” Mellicante said. “The rest of the guards patrolling the walls are probably civilians the Whitish have trained.” 

	My father nodded. “They know we don’t have enough support to take the city by siege. All they need are enough soldiers to hold Baylore until their reinforcements arrive.” 

	“The odds are stacked against us,” Leoth said. “A siege would do nothing but kill most of our soldiers—we need to think of a different approach.” 

	“That’s what we’ve been trying to do, ever since we left Larkhaven,” I snapped. “You haven’t been much help.” 

	Leoth shrugged. “I never claimed to be a brilliant strategist. I thought that was your job.” 

	I sighed. “What options do we have?” 

	“I can think of three,” Mellicante said. “One—we lay siege to Baylore. That’s unlikely to work for obvious reasons, but there is a chance the city is much less defended than it looks from here. Two—we sneak over or under the walls without being seen. I have no idea how we’d accomplish that. If we could hide in a forest close to the city and tunnel beneath the walls, that could work, but with so many leagues of open plains stretching outside the city, I can’t see how we would ever manage it. Not to mention it would probably take several years. And three—we infiltrate the city by disguising ourselves as farmers or something else innocuous.” 

	“There are other options,” Leoth said quietly. “But they would harm civilians as much as Whitish soldiers, so I don’t think we should consider them unless we have no other choice.” His gaze flickered to mine. 

	“Like what?” I asked. 

	“Like stopping the farmers that still bring supplies to the city and starving out the population. Or using magical explosives to bring down the wall.” 

	“Both would leave us in a bad position to defend against the full Whitish army.” 

	Leoth nodded. 

	Across the table, Baridya and my father looked horrified to hear us discussing the waste of civilian lives so carelessly. I didn’t like it any more than they did, but the time had come to consider every possibility, no matter how distasteful. 

	“I think you need to tread carefully,” Mellicante said. “Getting past the city walls is only part of the battle. You’ll still need to win the people of Baylore back to your side if you hope to beat back the Whitish army, and that will be far more difficult if you show no regard for their lives.” 

	“I know,” I said softly. It was odd to see Mellicante warning me away from something distasteful. “We need more information. I’ll send a spy to infiltrate the city tomorrow, and we can discuss further once we have more information.” 

	Though I had effectively dismissed my generals and advisors, everyone remained around the table until the mugs were drained and the plates empty save for a scattering of crumbs. Then, little by little, we began to disperse to our rooms, where a hot bath and a comfortable night’s sleep awaited us. 

	 

	The next morning, I sent a spy to conceal himself amongst the farmers delivering their daily goods for market. The man who volunteered was middle-aged and unremarkable-looking; once he traded his sealskin coat and well-tailored trousers for lumpy homespun garments, he was indistinguishable from the country folk. 

	“We need to know who is allowed to enter, how closely the guards check for weapons or people concealed with the goods, and whether military defenses have been put into place.” 

	“Yes, Your Majesty.” 

	While the spy followed the farmers and their carts toward Baylore, a second scout rode through a field of withered millet to make a wide circuit around the city walls. 

	That left the rest of us to wait and worry and go over maps of Baylore for the thousandth time, hoping we might find some vulnerability we had overlooked. We remained hidden inside The Shepherd’s Crook while our army set up a more permanent camp between two hills nearly a league away—the innkeeper was certain his fellow townsfolk would report us to the Truthbringers if they recognized us. 

	Afternoon found me sitting at one of the large stone tables in the inn’s tavern, surrounded by my friends and most of the army generals, maps and lists of provisions spread out before us. 

	Though we had discounted siege warfare before now, it was beginning to look like our only true option. Unfortunately, it was not something any of us had experience with—even in his study of Whitish warfare, Leoth had rarely touched on siege tactics. Never in its history had Baylore come under siege. Even without opposition, we would struggle to breach the walls. 

	“There must be a way we can use magic to get through,” Kamarri said with frustration. She was quick-tempered and eager to blame me for anything that went wrong, so I usually refrained from asking her opinion, but I was getting desperate. “When Morvain led his uprising, his army nearly decimated the Whitish. They must have been using magic to gain the upper hand.” 

	“That was centuries ago,” I said wearily. “Maybe Whitland wasn’t as well-equipped for war back then. Do you have any idea how we can use magic to our advantage?” 

	As I expected, this silenced her. 

	“Besides,” Leoth said, “the stories claim Morvain was a powerful magician with abilities none had ever seen before. I don’t know if anyone like him exists in Itrea.” 

	“Humph.” Kamarri folded her arms and looked pointedly away from Leoth. 

	“I wish we had more Weavers,” Leoth said. “That reinforced clothing was the only reason my soldiers survived the battle at Larkhaven.” 

	I sighed. “I know. Pity they all live in Baylore.” 

	The six Weavers who had joined our army were hard at work on every protective item of clothing they could conceive, but supplies and time were short, and my army was too large to equip easily. I would have been happy if we simply had enough swords and shields for each soldier, but we were short there as well. Even now, with almost daily shipments arriving from the Larkhaven and Valleywall blacksmiths, only half of my soldiers were armed. The poor Weavers were using their silver hair dangerously fast; at this rate, they would be out of magic by the end of the year. 

	“Have you heard any word from Lord Gabrin?” I asked the table at large. “How is the evacuation going?” 

	“Nothing from the governor,” Dellik said, “but the captain of my ship sent word that he sailed only a few days after we left town. The ship was so full it was wallowing—people are scared now that they’ve seen how much Larkhaven will suffer in a battle. I’d say most of the town is empty by now.” 

	“Good.” We were only days from the end of Harvest-span, which meant the Whitish ships would reach Larkhaven any day now. They might have already landed, and word had yet to reach us. 

	Before sunset, our rider returned to report that men in white were stationed along the entire length of the city wall, no more than a few paces apart even at the rear of the city. Our best hope had been to sneak over the wall into the slums or one of the hilltop gardens in the Gilded Quarter, but that was impossible with so many patrolling the perimeter. 

	My spy did not reappear that evening or the next morning. By late afternoon, I considered sending a second—the first could have gotten trapped inside the city with no excuse to leave. 

	When no word had come by nightfall, I could not sit still. I paced the halls of The Shepherd’s Crook, imagining my spy divulging our every secret to the Truthbringers, and our enemies surrounding my army encampment to slaughter the soldiers as they slept. 

	Leoth nearly collided with me when he left his room. Laughing, he pressed his back to the wall to let me pass. “Wearing a hole in the carpet won’t help your scout get back any faster.” 

	“Yes, but it helps me burn off energy.” I did not stop, so Leoth hurried to keep pace with me. “I can’t stand sitting around all day while I drain power from everyone around me. It nearly drives me crazy.” 

	“I have an idea. There’s a Kins board down in the tavern—would you and your ladies join me for a game?” 

	“How will that help anything? I can’t very well sit around playing games while we’re supposed to be drawing up battle plans.” 

	“And this is more productive?” 

	I slowed my pacing, folding my arms in annoyance. That was the worst part of the situation—desperate though I was to do something useful, I could see no way to make progress. No options presented themselves, and talking in circles with my advisors would not help. 

	“Come on. It won’t hurt anyone.” 

	“As long as you let me pace in peace afterward.” In truth, I was relieved at the prospect of a distraction. 

	“Certainly.” Leoth gave me a mocking bow and turned down the stairs; I spun on my heel to follow. 

	My father, Dellik, and most of the generals were discussing strategy at the largest table in the tavern, Cal and Nyla listening with matching somber expressions, so Leoth and I chose a booth tucked in one corner, where we would not draw attention. Baridya and Mellicante were sharing a tankard of ale with Viko by the window—when we beckoned them over, Baridya raised her eyebrows in curiosity. 

	“Do you have news?” Mellicante asked. 

	“No. We just thought you might be interested in a distraction.” 

	Leoth produced the Kins board from beneath the table; Baridya and Mellicante burst out laughing.

	“Trust you to find that here!” Baridya said. 

	“I was the one who taught you to play, wasn’t I?” Leoth asked me. 

	I wrinkled my nose. “I’m fairly sure Saniya explained the rules while you were busy flirting with everyone else.” 

	Leoth laughed. 

	“Maybe we can learn something from the game,” Mellicante said in a mock-serious tone. “Here, I’ll play Whitland, and you can all try your best to kill me off before I make too much trouble.” 

	Leoth placed one of the farmland triangles that usually represented southern Whitland off at the end of our table, far from the rest of the board. “There—you can play Itrea, Kalleah.” 

	“Do I get any ships?” 

	“No.”

	“Any soldiers?” 

	“No.”

	“Any goods to trade?” 

	“No.” 

	“Thanks. That’s really helpful.” 

	Leoth shrugged. “I’m just trying to represent the situation accurately.” 

	We all broke down in giggles at this, because Leoth was right. Our situation was so dire that the only way to cope was to laugh at it. 

	From across the room, my father gave us a disapproving look. I turned my back on him. 

	“Gods, we almost just have to hope for a miracle,” Baridya said once she had recovered. “Imagine if Chelt sent their full fleet to our aid! Whitland’s army would never stand a chance.” 

	“Wouldn’t that be nice,” I said. 

	We were halfway through our game—and most of the way through a bottle of barrel-aged red wine—when someone rapped softly at the inn door. 

	At my father’s urging, Cal darted to the window to see who it was. 

	“Friend or foe?” my father asked. 

	Cal did not respond—instead he pulled open the door to reveal a shadowed figure standing on the step. Then the figure stepped forward, and my heart leapt into my throat. 

	It was my mother. 

	The shock of seeing her again was immediately overwhelmed by revulsion. 

	In one trembling hand, she held the severed head of my spy. 
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	The Rise of the Truthbringers

	 

	My father was by her side in an instant. “Ammeline.” 

	He seized the bloodied head by the hair and flung it into the open fireplace. It settled grotesquely among the logs, the hair sizzling, and sent a foul smell of burning flesh around the tavern. 

	Through this, my mother stood motionless in the doorway, her eyes flickering around the room as she took in everyone present. Her gown was muddied at the hem, and her hair had begun escaping from its knot. 

	“Come. Sit down.” My father took her by the elbow and guided her to the large table where his generals still sat. 

	Mother walked stiffly, her head held high. I was not sure if it was fear or nausea that tightened her mouth. 

	Abandoning our game, Leoth, Baridya, Mellicante, and I joined the rest. I leaned over to embrace my mother, but she recoiled. 

	“You don’t want to do that,” she said. “My dress must be bloodied.” 

	I gave her a sideways hug anyway. 

	“They sent you, didn’t they?” my father asked brusquely. 

	“Of course.” 

	“Why?” I could not help glancing at the fireplace once again. 

	My mother shook her head. “They wanted to pass along a message with someone you would trust.” 

	“Stay here,” my father said. “We’ll keep you safe.”

	“I can’t. They threatened to kill the entire Reycoran family if I did not return by sunset tomorrow.” 

	“They can’t—” 

	“Listen,” Mother said urgently. “There is nothing the Truthbringers would not do to keep us under their thumb. They have the support of our people against the royalty and the rest of the palace, and Olleack is sitting the throne as their puppet. If you lay siege on Baylore, they will slaughter us one by one.” 

	My father and I shared a worried look. 

	“They sent me with a message,” Mother said. “They had that man followed—” her eyes flickered to the fireplace— “and decided he was a spy when he did not leave the city with the other farmers. They know you have an army waiting not far from here, and that you hope to attack or infiltrate the city.”

	“What was their message?” I asked. 

	“That the palace is still standing only because it serves their purpose. The fact that Olleack sits the throne yet has handed power to the Truthbringers creates the illusion that the city’s royalty are backing the Truthbringers.” 

	“And?” 

	“If you were to attack, the Truthbringers would seize the palace and imprison or execute everyone living there. They know you intend to use the palace as a refuge once you reach the city, so they want to remove anyone who still sympathizes with you.” 

	“Why not do it now?” 

	“Because they would have a hard time explaining their grab for power to the public. But if the city is under attack and people suspect the royal families might betray their people in favor of you, no one would question it if they took the palace.” 

	“So you’re saying I should give up? We should turn around and march back to Larkhaven?” 

	Mother squeezed my hand. “I was just passing along the message, Kalleah. Do what you want, but know you need to catch the Truthbringers by surprise if you hope to save us.” 

	“I—” 

	“No, don’t tell me your plans. If they torture me, I don’t want to give them any information.” 

	“Surely they wouldn’t hurt you.” 

	My mother smiled sadly. “No one is safe. It’s lucky Prince Calden escaped when he did—Ellarie came under questioning soon after he left. It sounds like the Truthbringers planned to make an example of him.” 

	Across the table, Cal grimaced. “Is she okay?” 

	“Your mother is fine. She’s stronger than I realized. But I think most of us are, when it comes down to it.” 

	Cal nodded, his eyes distant. He had defied his mother by voting for me and later joining my followers in Larkhaven; I wondered if he regretted leaving. 

	“What else can you tell us about Baylore?” I asked. “We’ve heard very little news—it sounds as though no one is allowed in or out of the city.” 

	“I’m sure that is true,” Mother said. “Unfortunately, I can’t help you much. We have confined ourselves to the palace of late, so the only word from outside is what our servants hear when they visit the market.” 

	“That’s more than we know.” 

	“True. Let’s see…. The general belief among our people is that everyone either supports the Truthbringers or is hiding forbidden blood. No one wants to speak out against them for fear they will find their families targeted next. It’s impossible to tell how many oppose the Truthbringers, because most either support them or pretend to.” 

	I crossed my arms over my chest to keep warm—it seemed a persistent chill had seeped into the room along with my mother. “Have they started targeting the magic races yet?” 

	“Oh, there have been several public executions—two Death-Weavers and a Curse-Weaver were burned alive, along with two others who were suspected to have forbidden blood—but they’ve forced Olleack to give the orders each time. It’s a brilliant strategy, isn’t it?” Mother’s mouth twisted with distaste. “If anyone questions the legitimacy of the executions, it will be Olleack who answers for them, not the Truthbringers.” 

	“So they haven’t moved on to the other magic races yet?” 

	“No. Though Flamespinners might be next—I think their religion sees fire as evil.” 

	Cal’s eyebrows drew together. 

	“Do you know any numbers?” I asked. “We saw men in white the whole way around the city walls—have they officially joined the Truthbringers, or are they just civilians dressed in their colors?”

	“I would assume they have officially joined the Truthbringers.” 

	Nine plagues. “How many Truthbringers are there, then? If we want to take back the city, we need to get rid of them. Will that be impossible?” 

	“Again, it’s very hard to guess these things from what we can see out the palace windows.” Mother pursed her lips together. “Even with so many on the walls, the streets are always full of men in white. They don’t accept women, mind. I would estimate at least two or three thousand have officially joined—though there could be far more.” 

	Elbows on the table, I leaned my face into my hands. 

	This was so much worse than I had feared. 

	Even without a city wall to breach, my army was likely outmatched. Barely two thousand of my soldiers had weapons; against the same number of armed fighters trained by elite Whitish soldiers, I doubted we would last an hour. And that was without counting the civilians that might rise to their aid. 

	“You know they’re Whitish, right?” I lifted my head from my hands at last, unable to hide the desperation on my face. “Fifty more ships carrying Whitish troops are on their way to Larkhaven right now, and if we don’t take Baylore before they reach us, we’re dead. Whitland will overrun Itrea and wipe out every last trace of magic.” 

	The color drained from Mother’s face. “No. This is worse than I imagined. I had no idea an army was on its way. We were beginning to suspect the original Truthbringers were Whitish priests, but no one wants to speak of that for fear they’ll be overheard. There are spies everywhere.” 

	Hopelessness threatened to overwhelm me, so I tried to focus on what I could control. “What about food? How well is Baylore prepared for a siege?” 

	“The palace staff have been buying as many dried goods as they can get away with,” Mother said. “We could likely feed the whole city for a span at this rate. As for the Truthbringers, I have no idea how much they’ve been able to stockpile. I do think they’re worried, because Olleack has been steadily raising taxes on farmers ever since he took the throne.” 

	That was a shred of good news, at least. 

	“If I manage somehow to get my army into Baylore, will the palace shelter them?”

	“Of course. Even those who opposed you are frightened by the amount of influence the Truthbringers have gained.” 

	“Could you organize the palace guards to ride down and open the palace gates from within? If someone helped us from inside Baylore, even our small force could force our way through and reach the palace.” 

	Mother shook her head. “I have no way to speak to them. I have been confined to my rooms for two quarters now, guarded day and night by Truthbringers. And even if I could, I have no idea which are loyal to you and which to Olleack.”

	“Is there no other way to pass a message along to someone you trust?” 

	“None that I know of. And think of the lives I would risk if I took this gamble.” 

	My father cleared his throat. “If you don’t mind, I think my wife needs a hearty meal and a good rest before she rides back to Baylore.” 

	“Yes, thank you.” Mother smiled at him. 

	After making short work of a bowl of stew, Mother retreated to bed. She kissed my forehead before she left, saying, “I’m proud of you, Kalleah. No matter what happens, you’ve already done better than I could have imagined.” 

	My friends and I returned to our table once the others began to clear away, but none of us were interested in continuing our game. 

	“Your mother is amazing,” Baridya said softly. “She was so calm—if I’d been forced to ride for leagues with that awful severed head, I’d be a mess.” 

	I felt a fierce pride. It was my mother who had instilled in me an unrelenting drive to protect Itrea, to sacrifice everything for the survival of our people. If not for her example, I would never have gotten this far. I would have caved at the first trial. 

	“What are we going to do now?” Leoth asked. “It sounds like our best plan might be to hang ourselves and save the Truthbringers the bother.” 

	“If we can get a few soldiers over the wall to rally up any palace guards who are still loyal, we might be able to figure something out. Especially if we send a Flamespinner.” The idea of a few brave soldiers making a difference against an army of thousands was laughable, but I had no other suggestions to offer. 

	“How will we do that?” Mellicante asked skeptically. 

	“With ladders and flying cloaks?” 

	She snorted. “Not likely.”

	“Do you have any better suggestions?” I snapped.

	“If we attacked on a cloudy night,” Leoth began slowly, “and raised ladders at several different parts of the city wall, each with fifty-odd soldiers, a few might slip through in the confusion.” He shook his head. “It would be a waste of hundreds of lives for very little gain. But I can’t think of anything else.” 

	“And what if the Truthbringers started killing everyone in the palace the moment they saw us at the walls?” I asked. 

	“With any luck, the darkness and confusion will buy us enough time. If the Truthbringers are responding to attacks in multiple places, they might not have enough manpower to make good on their threat.”

	“Might. That’s quite a risk to take.” I picked up one of the Kins pieces and rolled it in my palm. The oily stench of charred flesh still hung thick in the air, giving the warmth of the dining room a stifling feel, like an overheated sickroom. 

	“Infiltrating the city disguised as farmers was our only other realistic option,” Mellicante said, eyes flickering to the fireplace. “Now that we know it won’t work, I can see no other way into Baylore.” 

	“Very well, then.” I was reluctant to give the order, especially since the Truthbringers might start slaughtering our royal families at the first sign of attack, yet we could not sit here forever. Winter was strengthening its grip on the land. “Tomorrow morning I’ll send a new scout to watch outside the city walls and report who is allowed in. And then we’ll start building ladders.” 
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	Engines of War

	 

	I woke at first light to see Mother off, but instead I found my father sitting alone in the tavern, nursing a cup of bitter hot chocolate and looking wearier than I had ever seen. 

	“Is she—”

	“Gone. She didn’t want to have to say goodbye.” 

	Though I understood why she had done it, I couldn’t keep the tears from stinging my eyes. I turned toward the fire to hide my momentary weakness; the coals must have been swept out overnight, for no trace of the scout’s skull remained. Even so, the stench lingered. 

	Would I ever see my mother again? 

	“There’s more hot chocolate in the pot,” my father said gently. 

	I poured a mug just for something to occupy my hands and sat across from my father. The rich smell settled my nerves a fraction. 

	“Prince Leoth mentioned you plan to build ladders to breach the walls.” 

	I nodded. “If even one soldier can make it to the palace, they might be able to raise enough support to open the gates for us.” 

	“The chances of that succeeding are extremely low.” 

	“I know.” I sipped at my hot chocolate, grateful for the warmth that spread through me. “Do you have any other ideas?” 

	“None whatsoever.” My father sighed. “I don’t even know if attacking Baylore is the right approach. Shame the Drifters won’t support us—we could have hidden in the woods and attacked the army as it passed through.” 

	“Nothing is ever easy, is it?” 

	He shook his head. 

	“I just can’t see any way of stopping the Whitish army without taking Baylore,” I said. “If their reinforcements enter the city, we’re done for.” 

	“I know. I only wish we had somewhere to fall back to. Another fortified city we could claim if our attack on Baylore fails.” 

	We fell silent, because there was no point dwelling on our imminent defeat. The odds would not change with further discussion. 

	Once the sun had risen, I ventured from The Shepherd’s Crook for the first time since our arrival. My father and Leoth followed me down to our hidden army encampment, all three of us garbed in nondescript homespun trousers and shirts, our faces shadowed beneath the hoods of our cloaks. 

	The ground was soggy underfoot, a layer of clouds trapping enough warmth that we had avoided a frost overnight, and I could tell when we drew near the camp from the way the grass and weeds had been churned to mud beneath our soldiers’ feet. 

	As we came within sight of the tents, I was surprised to see a small gang of children playing around in the mud nearby. Most were young, no older than five, their hands muddied up to the elbows as they chased one another and built sagging castles from clay. Their laughter and excited babble were an odd accompaniment to the clatter of our war camp. 

	“What are they doing here?” I asked. 

	“I suspect they live nearby,” my father said. “No one wants to upset them in case their parents intervene.” 

	I did not like it, but there was nothing I could do about the children short of capturing or killing them. I threw them a furtive glance as I passed, and a girl with tight black curls met my eyes with an open-mouthed stare. 

	When we reached the tent I had previously occupied, my father lifted the flap and ducked his head in. “Queen Kalleah is here to discuss strategy. Summon all generals at once.” 

	We set up chairs in the tent and waited, our breath misting before us, while our generals arrived one by one. Even beneath my cloak, the cold bit deep into my skin. I pitied those who bedded down here each night. 

	Though several of our generals had remained back at the inn, most were camped with the army. They arrived one by one, claiming chairs or standing in the corners of the tent. None wore uniforms or insignia to mark their rank, yet I could pick them out from the way they carried themselves. These generals had been selected from our untrained recruits, and they had never led anyone before. Yet where once they had accepted their titles with hesitance, giving commands reluctantly, they now stood straight-backed and confident. My heart swelled with pride. 

	 Soon the tent was full, with several generals standing in the doorway. 

	“Thank you for joining me,” I said. “The information I am about to tell you should not be shared among the army. I don’t wish to frighten anyone unnecessarily.” 

	Several of my generals nodded gravely, while others shared nervous glances. 

	“We received word from the city yesterday. The situation is worse than we anticipated. Our spy was killed when he entered the city disguised as a farmer, and Truthbringers have threatened to ransack the palace if we mount an attack against Baylore.” I paused, fighting to keep my tone neutral. “We need the palace as our base if we hope to rid the city of Truthbringers, so we must act now, before they can strike against us.”

	“What can we do, Your Majesty?” asked a general who sat drumming her fingers on the arm of her chair. 

	“We need to build ladders to breach the wall. Do you think you can get ahold of the necessary materials without raising suspicion?” 

	Murmurs of “Yes, Your Majesty” sounded from around the tent. 

	“Good. As soon as we have a cloudy night to conceal us, our soldiers will climb the wall in several places and use flying cloaks to reach the streets.” I met the eyes of my generals one by one. “I would like each of you to seek volunteers among your ranks. The odds of survival are very low, but if even one person makes it to the palace, they will be remembered forever as a hero. Once they reach the palace, they will be given safe haven. From there, they can lead the palace guards on a charge to the city gates, where the rest of our army will be waiting. If they manage to open the gates from within, we will be free to reclaim the palace.” 

	No one spoke. I could not guess what my generals were thinking. 

	“If you have any questions, send a representative to The Shepherd’s Crook to speak with us. We need to coordinate our attack carefully, because any who breach the walls must reach the palace as quickly as possible. If the Truthbringers beat us back from the walls and turn on the palace, and our chance will be lost.” 

	When the silence persisted, I stood and nodded to Leoth and my father. 

	“Send your numbers to the inn as soon as you have volunteers ready,” my father said. “If any Flamespinners are willing to join the attack, we may even the odds.” 

	Then I left the tent, unease heavy in my stomach. I could not shake the fear that I was gambling everything on a plan that was guaranteed to fail. Mud sucked at my boots as I tromped away from the tent, the clouds beginning to spit a misty rain. 

	If our army could not breach the city this way, we would lose our support from within. My mother and Saniya and Deance and everyone else in the palace would be slaughtered. 

	This was the only way forward I could see, yet it seemed too deadly a gamble. 

	“I wish I believed in a god who would make those Whitish bastards pay for what they’ve done to us,” Leoth muttered as we trudged back toward Twenty-League Town, quietly enough that my father would not hear. “If we all die in a few days, no one will be left to save our people.” 

	“I know,” I whispered. “I don’t like it any more than you do.” 

	 

	Those of us at The Shepherd’s Crook spent the rest of that day going over plans. It was impossible to tell exactly where in the city we would end up once we climbed over different segments of the wall, but we tried to calculate the distance from the main gates so we had a general idea. 

	One major problem we encountered was that none of our soldiers were familiar with Baylore, so if they got lost, they had no hope of stumbling across a familiar landmark that would lead them to the city center. Once our volunteers were chosen—to my surprise, more soldiers than required offered their service, so we had to select based on where their skills would come in most useful—my father, Leoth, and Mellicante spent several evenings drilling them on the layout of the city. They described the different districts, and sketched onto the map several key statues, fountains, and squares that would give clues as to where in the city our soldiers ended up. 

	We assumed the Market District and Warehouse District would have the heaviest patrols, so most of our soldiers would approach the Gilded Quarter, the Garden District, and the slums. The slums would be the easiest place to evade capture, though unfortunately that section of the wall was farthest from the palace. 

	It was reassuring to have a goal to work toward, as it kept us busy and distracted, but whenever I found myself alone, despair threatened to overwhelm me. Our plan was so unlikely to succeed that we might as well not try at all. I had no experience with military strategy, yet these people trusted me unquestioningly because of who I was. I alone could claim the burden of responsibility for every person who died in our desperate attack. 

	More than once, I wondered what would have come to pass had we remained in Larkhaven. Maybe Lord Gabrin was right—maybe we would have been able to keep the Whitish reinforcements from reaching shore if we had met them with our full army. Maybe we could have saved the entire kingdom with a single concentrated effort where it mattered most. 

	But it was too late to turn back. We could not retreat in time to cut the Whitish army off, and we had nowhere else to go. 

	As the days passed, the ladders came together little by little, built of thin branches from poplars and other spindly trees found in Baylore Valley. I doubted they would hold the weight of one person, let alone fifty. My army put together a battering ram as well, made from several tree trunks bound together and capped with metal, though if we were forced to use that, it would mean we had failed. We had no armor—the Truthbringers and their recruits would easily fill us with arrows if we came too close to the city gates. 

	Each day I made the trek down to our army camp to supervise the work, the bare farm fields hardened with frost, and each day the futility of our plan became more apparent. Too much relied on luck and circumstance. Our siege weapons were like twigs ranged against a boulder; I half expected the Whitish army to laugh when they saw us approaching. 

	Yet we had to try. The alternative was leaving Itrea to fall beneath the might of Whitland. 

	At last we were ready—or as ready as our ragtag army would ever be. We had only to wait for a night when clouds hid the moon. 

	The first night after my army finished building our ladders, a moon just shy of full rose with the setting sun. I stood at my bedroom window late that night, looking over the main street of Twenty-League Town, hoping the clouds would come soon. The smell of roasting meat mingled with smoke and frost, and a single pair of footsteps crunched along the street past the The Shepherd’s Crook. If we did not attack Baylore within the next few days, I wasn’t sure I could go through with it. 

	The peaked straw and clay roofs were grey in the moonlight, and most lamps had been extinguished. Though it was near midnight, I was far from sleep; if I were a commoner, I would have strolled through the fields with only the moon to light my way, until my excess energy was gone and exhaustion overtook me. I rested my elbows on the rough grain of the windowsill and leaned out, letting the frosty air swirl past my cheeks. My braided hair fell from my back to hang beside my cheek. 

	Just then, I caught a whiff of smoke, more pungent than the sweet grass smoke that rose from cook-fires. I scanned the dark streets for the source, wondering if some farmer had decided to burn cuttings from their fields late at night. 

	Then I saw dancing yellow light spilling from the windows downstairs, illuminating the cobblestones with a wavering, ethereal glow. I pulled my head back into the room, my heart pounding in my throat. 

	The inn was on fire. 
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	Retreat 

	 

	Scooping up a stack of maps along with my coat, I dashed to the door of my room. The lock took several seconds to give way beneath my clumsy fingers, and with each moment’s delay, my heartbeat fluttered faster. This was no accident—the Truthbringers knew about our plans and had made the first strike. Were they waiting outside even now, ready to capture us as we fled? 

	At last I managed to wrench open my door. The air outside was already heavy with smoke, and I sucked in a breath of clean air from my room before emerging into the hallway. 

	“Fire!” I yelled. “We’re under attack!” 

	Muffled thuds from downstairs told me others were stirring, but the upstairs hallway was still empty.  

	I tore down the hall, maps spilling from my arms, hammering on each door as I passed. “The inn is on fire!” I bellowed. “Get out now!” 

	Cal was the first to stumble sleepily from his room. He was shirtless, his hair falling in his eyes, and when I grabbed his shoulders, he flinched in surprise. 

	“Is there anything you can do to fight the fire?” I demanded.  

	He rubbed his eyes. “What’s happening?” 

	“The Varse-damned inn is on fire!” 

	He gulped, his eyes darting down the stairs toward the dining room, where light flickered oddly off the walls. “I can’t keep it from spreading, but I can change what direction it’s going.”

	“That’s good enough for now. Go quick. But be safe.” I gave him a gentle push. 

	Nodding, he bounded down the stairs barefoot. 

	Mellicante and Baridya fell through the door to their room seconds later, arms full of supplies. 

	 “Where are Leoth and my father?” I asked my friends breathlessly. 

	“No idea,” Baridya said. 

	“Get out, then. Make sure everyone downstairs is out too.” 

	“You need to get out, not us,” Mellicante snapped. “You’re the queen.” 

	Generals were now spilling from rooms, along with Nyla, Dellik, Kamarri, and my father.  

	“What’s happening?” Kamarri demanded. 

	“The inn is on fire!” I pushed her toward the stairs. “We need to get out now.” 

	“How do we know it’s not a trap?” 

	Smoke was now billowing up the stairs—when I tried to talk, I doubled over coughing. 

	“Who cares if it’s a bloody trap?” Mellicante shouted. “We’ll be dead if we stay here. Get moving!” 

	She, Baridya, and I were grabbing the arms of everyone who emerged from their rooms, bewildered and slow from sleep, and dragging them toward the stairway. 

	Screams rose from below—some sounded as though they were coming from outside, but I didn’t have time to register what that meant. 

	“Leoth?” I shouted. Smoke now filled the hallway; I could no longer see the end. 

	I knew our fight would be over if I died here, yet I couldn’t leave without Leoth. 

	Ducking to avoid the worst of the smoke, I shoved past those nearest in search of any still-locked rooms. 

	Most of the doors fell open when I turned the knob, but when I reached the end of the hallway, I found one that remained locked. 

	“Leoth?” I pounded on the door. “Leoth!” My voice came out raw and raspy from the smoke. I struggled to draw breath. “Leoth, are you in there?” I rattled at the door, searching wildly for anything I could use to break it down. 

	“Kalleah!” Mellicante bellowed. “Get your ass down here right now! You’re not allowed to die before the war even starts!” 

	I hammered on the door again, nearly blind from the smoke. 

	Then, just as I threw my shoulder against the door, it opened, and I stumbled forward. 

	Leoth stood blinking hazily at me. “What are you doing here?” He did not seem to have registered the chaos all around. 

	I grabbed him by the wrist and hauled him down the hall. My lungs were too tight to draw breath, and my eyes were watering at the smoke. 

	Down the stairs, we found Cal barely restraining the flames that had devoured the front half of the inn. His arms were raised as he worked his magic. The smoke was less suffocating here, so I was able to suck in a lungful of air, though this led to more coughing. 

	“Is everyone out?” I wheezed. 

	“I think so,” Cal said. 

	“Then let’s go.” 

	Grabbing his elbow with my other hand, I dragged him and Leoth to the door. 

	As soon as the night air washed over us, I dropped to my knees, coughing so hard my throat closed up. 

	Someone tilted a waterskin against my lips, and I gulped at it, the water clearing away some of the smoke that had coated my windpipe. The water tasted gritty and thick with ash, or perhaps it was just the residue in my mouth I was swallowing. 

	At last I was able to see again. Breathing hard, eyes still watering, I grabbed Leoth’s arm to pull myself back to my feet. 

	“Is everyone here?” I croaked. 

	“Yes, Your Majesty,” my father said. 

	“Good. Then let’s head to our army camp and regroup.” It seemed this had not been a trap at all, merely an attempt to flush us out from Twenty-League Town. Well, it had worked. 

	I turned and led the way unsteadily down the cobblestones of the back street toward the edge of town. Several paces from The Shepherd’s Crook, a scream split the air. 

	I whirled, searching wildly. Had we left one of our generals behind? 

	But I could make out no forms in the darkness. 

	Then I caught sight of a flickering orange glow rising from one of the thatch roofs near The Shepherd’s Crook. 

	The fire had spread. 

	All through Twenty-League Town, houses sat close together, the thatch of their roofs dry and brittle. It made the perfect kindling. The thatch had picked up the stray flames in a heartbeat; as I watched in mounting horror, several more houses began to smolder. 

	Fury surged through me. How could the Whitish be so careless? These people would likely starve this winter, their carefully hoarded stores gone and no trade remaining to bring new wealth to the town. I had half a mind to order our attack on Baylore now, to seek revenge on behalf of Twenty-League Town.

	But that would be beyond foolish. The Whitish evidently knew about our plans, and they would be waiting for us. Ours would not be a stealthy, unexpected attack; we would dash ourselves against the full force within Baylore and fall. 

	“Can we help them?” Baridya asked softly. 

	I watched as townspeople fled their burning homes, filling the main street with shouts and frantic movement. The town drew its water from just one well; it would not be enough to quench the blaze. 

	“There’s nothing we can do,” I said quietly. “We can’t save everyone.” I squared my shoulders and turned away, my heart aching. Once again, I had to choose ruthlessness over compassion. 

	No one questioned me. 

	Quietly we slipped from town, the leaping firelight and frantic shouts following us. We were still hundreds of paces from our army encampment when we realized something was wrong. 

	Though we were now two farm fields away from Twenty-League Town, the screams had not faded. If anything, they were louder—and, I realized with a start, they were coming from ahead of us. 

	Without realizing what I was doing, I broke into a run, trusting the light of the moon to keep me from tripping. Frost crunched underfoot, and my cheeks burned as the icy air whisked past. 

	“Wait!” my father called. “The Whitish army could be around that hill.” 

	He was right. Just before I came within sight of our camp, I slowed. 

	I could smell the fire before I saw it. A brilliant glow rose from the space where my army had camped, and as I took several steps forward, the chaos unfolded before me. 

	Leaping flames tore their way through tents, devouring the canvas as my soldiers fled in every direction. Men and women shouted in panic, salvaging what they could before they ran. Horses reared and tossed their manes, wild eyes glowing in the firelight. 

	“Retreat!” I yelled, my voice still hoarse from the smoke. “Save what you can and abandon camp!” No sign remained of the Whitish soldiers who had set the blaze. 

	“Where to, Your Majesty?” asked a panicked soldier, his face shadowed in the darkness. 

	“Embrill.” I made the decision without thinking—Embrill and Pelek were the two closest settlements to Twenty-League Town, and I wished never to return to Pelek. 

	There was little any of us could do but shout at our army, who stumbled and ran through the smoke gushing from the tents. As they assembled south of the encampment, I was dismayed to see that most were like those of us who had fled The Shepherd’s Crook—half-dressed at best, and often missing shoes. Embrill was nearly ten leagues from here, but we would have to push to make it before sundown tomorrow or our army would freeze to death. 

	Cal was shivering violently, his bare toes curled against the cold, so I draped my coat over his shoulders. My own nightclothes were inadequate, but at least they were wool rather than silk. 

	At last most of our army stood in clusters outside the camp. A few tents had been salvaged, but the vast majority had gone up in flames. Out of our two dozen supply wagons, only three survived intact. 

	“This is the end of us,” I said bleakly. I could not believe we still had any hope against Whitland. 

	“How did they know?” Baridya whispered. 

	“It was those children. It must have been.” My hands curled into fists. “Their parents must have sent them to spy on us, and they would have reported back to Baylore.” 

	A general pushed her way through the crowd. “What are your orders, Your Majesty? Why—” She cleared her throat. “Why are you in your nightclothes?” 

	I grimaced. “The inn caught fire at the same time as our camp. Twenty-League Town is burning down.” 

	“What are we going to do now?” 

	“I don’t know. Retreat and regroup, but after that…”

	“To the road!” my father barked. “We need to keep moving if we are to survive the night. Anyone without shoes, wrap cloth or corn husks around your feet. And anyone with an extra coat, lend it to someone without a shirt. Stay clear of Twenty-League Town, and take the southern route at the fork.” 

	I was grateful to have him taking charge. His booming voice carried easily over the rabble, and my soldiers, accustomed to taking orders from him, fell quickly into line. 

	There was little danger of the fire spreading past our camp, since the ground for many paces in every direction was nothing but mud, so we left the tents still burning behind us. As we abandoned our camp, it seemed our hopes of reclaiming Baylore smoldered in the wreckage behind us. We were no longer an army; we were merely a desperate rabble. 

	I mounted and rode out ahead of the army, my friends and advisors around me. When my father joined us, he said, “Only twenty casualties, as far as our generals can estimate. The Whitish must have been aiming to foil our plans, not to slaughter us.” 

	“They don’t want to risk exposing their army to attack,” I said. “Which is wise—if they can delay us until their reinforcements arrive, we don’t stand a chance.” 

	My father nodded. “The ladders and battering ram have long since gone up in smoke. We need to start from scratch.” 

	I had forgotten all about them. But it didn’t matter anyway. Without tents, we needed a town for our base, and the nearest town to Baylore was now two very long days’ march away. We would never be able to mount a surprise midnight attack—someone was sure to see us on the road. 

	“Do you think we still have a chance of taking Baylore before Midwinter?” Baridya asked softly, nudging her horse into step beside mine. 

	“None at all.” 
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	The Scout 

	 

	The rising sun revealed the bleakness of our situation. 

	Nearly a third of our soldiers lacked shoes, and they were already falling behind the main column, pain and frostbite making them clumsy. 

	When we stopped for a quick breakfast of watery millet porridge—more a chance for the camp medics tend to our soldiers’ wounds and everyone to warm their bellies than a proper meal—I said, “The soldiers without shoes should take turns riding.” 

	My friends and I passed our mounts to the generals, who guided them to the end of the column. Sitting astride a horse would do nothing to warm those clothed inadequately, but at least it would keep us moving faster. 

	As we started up again, the light grey beneath a low layer of clouds, I broke into a jog in an attempt to warm myself. Leoth, Baridya, and Mellicante ran alongside me, silent but for our labored breathing. The icy air seemed to graze my lungs, and the cold bit deeper than ever. I could smell snow on its way. 

	I ran faster still, drawing ahead of the others, letting the cold air freeze away my sense of despair. I may have lost my chance to save Baylore, but I was still alive. I would not give up until I drew my last breath. 

	Footsteps pounded behind me, and I glanced back to see Leoth gaining on me. The road sloped gently downhill, so I let the momentum carry me faster and faster. 

	By the time he caught up on the next uphill, we were both out of breath and sweating. The cold had finally dislodged itself from my bones. 

	We slowed, gasping, to a brisk walk. 

	“You saved me,” Leoth said once he had recovered his breath. “You should’ve been the first outside, but you waited for me. Why the plagues did you bother?” 

	“I think you know why.” I held his dark gaze.

	Leoth passed a hand over his eyes. “You’re making a mistake.” The vulnerability in his tone threw me off balance—for the first time in quarters, he had let his mask slip. And this time I welcomed it. 

	“Why did you take so long to wake up, anyway?” I asked, wanting to say more but unable to find the right words. 

	“I chewed a bit of valerian root before I went to bed—it helps me sleep. I’ve been awake all night more than once lately, and I’m afraid I’ll make a mistake if I get too tired.” 

	I hadn’t noticed it until he said it, but there were dark circles under his eyes. 

	“You need to spend time around me more often,” I said. 

	Leoth laughed grimly. 

	We walked in companionable silence up that hill and down the next. The chill air now felt refreshing against my flushed cheeks, and my heartbeat took a while to return to normal after our run. 

	“I don’t even know where to go from here,” I said at last. “Should we abandon the fight? Should we evacuate as many people as possible and leave Baylore to the Whitish?” I bared my teeth in a grimace, watching the bleak grey road as it passed underfoot. 

	“I don’t think you should give up yet,” Leoth said softly. “Itrea will never recover if Whitland seizes our capital. I have no idea what we can do, but I want to believe there’s still some hope.” 

	“I wish I shared your optimism.” I could see nothing of the road we would take. Every possibility had been torn from us; we marched into darkness and uncertainty. “At least you’re here. I’ll take comfort from that while I can.” 

	Leoth sighed, but then he surprised me by taking my hand and giving it a brief squeeze. Though he released it quickly, I was flooded with a giddy warmth, completely at odds with the bleakness of our situation. 

	Before long, I heard hoofbeats thundering down the road toward us, and I turned to see one of our generals riding past Mellicante and Baridya to reach us. 

	“Your Majesty,” he greeted me tersely, dismounting and bowing. 

	“What news?” 

	“A few soldiers have succumbed to hypothermia, Your Majesty. They’re inside the supply wagons now, wrapped in every blanket we managed to salvage, but two of them aren’t likely to survive unless we reach shelter very soon.” 

	“Has anyone traveled this road before?” I asked. “Do we know if there are any more farmhouses before Embrill?” 

	The general glanced at Leoth, who shook his head. Mellicante and Baridya caught up to us just then and stopped beside the general’s horse.  

	“Surely we’ll reach another building soon,” I said. “When we do, ask for shelter, and if you’re denied, use force if necessary. But don’t injure anyone. We need to show our people that we mean them no harm.” 

	“Of course, Your Majesty. Thank you.”

	The general bowed and turned his horse back toward the supply wagons, which were out of sight behind the curve of a hill. 

	“I wonder how much farther we have to go,” Baridya said. “I feel like my feet are about to drop off as it is.” 

	“We’ve only been walking a few hours,” I said. “We might not reach Embrill until sundown.” 

	“If we reach it today at all,” Mellicante said. “I’ve never walked ten leagues in a day—even seven feels like death.” 

	We reached the first farmhouse before long, a ramshackle building with a stable and several sheds built onto the main house, and it took all my willpower to keep walking past the gate. I hoped my soldiers made it into the warmth before it was too late. 

	Our pace lagged as the day went on. My friends tried to hide their exhaustion, but I was obviously not helping them, so I forged on ahead. Despite the energy I had drawn from them, my legs ached with every step, and my ankle throbbed. 

	By the time the pale light began to fade, we were pausing for a rest every hour. I was close to collapse—my legs felt as though they had been wrung through some torture device. Nyla was hobbling with a hand on Baridya’s, her eyes red from crying; Leoth’s face was pale, his mouth set in a grim line; Cal was riding close behind, cross-legged in his saddle so he could warm his bare feet beneath my coat; Viko shivered ceaselessly, hugging his arms over his thin nightshirt; and my father had reclaimed a horse when he began limping. 

	I was about to call a halt to this death march and propose we sleep where we were, huddled together for warmth, when the clouds that had covered the sun all day began shedding snow. The flakes were damp and heavy and soaked our clothes where they fell. 

	“Curse the cloudy gods,” I muttered, glaring at the sky. 

	“It does feel like the Whitish gods are conspiring against us, doesn’t it,” Leoth said. “We’d better arrive soon.” 

	I laughed hysterically. “We could still be leagues away! Maybe we took a wrong turn, and we’re halfway to the Icebraid Peaks.” 

	Darkness swept over us like a curtain. I was about to start crying myself—or simply lie down on the road and wait for my body to freeze—when I saw it. Lights glowed faintly from up ahead. 

	“Is that—” I didn’t want to say it in case I was wrong. But there were too many lamps for it to be a single farmhouse. 

	“It’s Embrill!” Baridya shouted. 

	The news spread through our army, and a ragged cheer echoed back. 

	At last we reached the first houses. Sweet-smelling grass smoke trailed from every chimney, and the welcome aroma of roasting meat drew us in. The snowflakes had begun sticking to the road and settling on my hair, and I was soaked through. 

	Not waiting for an official announcement, I hobbled up to the first house and knocked. 

	A man opened the door, and did a double-take when he saw the ragged column of people disappearing into the darkness behind me. 

	“I am Queen Kalleah. Do you support me or the puppet king who currently rules?” 

	“What? Queen K-K-Kalleah? What’re you here for?” The man backed away, cowering. “Y-Y-Your Majesty, I don’t know nothing about politics. But they say you’re one of them forbidden races.” 

	“I am. Is that a problem?” 

	“N-no, Your Majesty. Are you gonna hurt us?” 

	I glanced back at my army, which looked more like a hoard of refugees than soldiers. “Of course not. We merely need shelter for the night. Do you have a barn or a corner of your house we could sleep in to escape the snow?” 

	“We’ve a barn, Your Majesty. Th-this way.” 

	The man beckoned me with a shaking hand, and as I followed him around the house, I saw three children peering wide-eyed through the window. 

	His barn was small, but only two of the stalls were occupied, so I instructed one of the generals to stay the night here along with every soldier under his command. The farmer reluctantly invited a few more to stay in his house, and as arrangements were made, I led my army on. 

	By the time we reached the center of town, word had spread, and a small crowd had assembled to watch us. 

	“Your Majesty,” a well-dressed man greeted me. “I am the mayor of Embrill, and I would be delighted to host you and your superior officers.” 

	“You are most kind,” I said. It did not seem wise to press him on whom he supported when my entire army was dependent on his hospitality. 

	As he led me through the darkened streets with my friends and advisors close behind, he said, “I have heard strange news from Baylore. Strange indeed.” 

	“Oh?” I said politely. “Forgive me, but we are weary—we have walked nearly ten leagues today. We have news to share as well, and would be grateful to hear what you know, but right now we need to sleep.” 

	“Of course. Of course.” The mayor bowed his head at me. 

	His manor was something of a glorified farmhouse—a sprawling, single-story mud structure with its walls coated in white plaster, the roof made from clay tiles. He allocated an entire guest wing to me, which suited my circumstances perfectly; four soldiers would take turns standing guard or sleeping in the antechamber. My other friends and advisors were hosted in spare bedrooms dotting the manor, several of which were furnished with child-sized beds. Nyla and Viko were left without a room, but Cal offered his to Nyla and slept on a divan in a spare sitting room, while Viko curled on a pile of blankets by the fire. 

	Though I had not eaten since that morning’s watery porridge, I was too exhausted to think about anything except sleep. I stripped off my sodden clothes with numb fingers and donned the warm nightgown the mayor had found for me, and when I climbed beneath the covers, shivering, I was grateful to find the bed already warm from a pan filled with coals. 

	The bed in the guest suite was more comfortable than any I had lain in since Larkhaven, nearly a span ago. But once I lay down, sleep eluded me. My legs ached so much I felt feverish; I twisted and tried to stretch out my calves, but nothing helped. 

	As I tossed about, my thoughts returned to the worries I had fought to suppress. Yes, we were alive now, but for how much longer? We could not take advantage of Embrill’s hospitality for too many days, and when we left, where would we go? It was impossible to attack Baylore from fifteen leagues away, and if we were to camp closer, we needed tents. But I had no idea where we would find replacements. 

	Everything had rested on our feeble plan to breach the walls with ladders, and now that chance was gone, I was tempted to turn south and retreat to King’s Port. At least my five thousand loyal soldiers would survive the takeover of Itrea. Never mind the many thousands more who would suffer at the hands of the Whitish. 

	 

	When I woke the following morning, I felt as though I was coming down with a cold. It had taken hours for me to fall asleep, when I needed as much rest as possible, and even then, dark thoughts had filled my dreams. 

	The mayor greeted us kindly and provided a simple breakfast that tasted like a palace feast after our brutal day of marching. After so many hours of fretting and dreaming up every possible way our army could die, I was willing to speak frankly to the mayor and see if he could help us in any way. I had no other options. 

	Once breakfast was cleared away, my makeshift court gathered with the mayor and several influential townspeople in the mayor’s sitting-room. The mayor brought out his finest ceramic cups to serve tea, which gave me a good idea of his political bent. 

	“Your Majesty,” he began. “I have heard enough whispers from Baylore to work out the situation here. You have arrived with thousands of followers, and since I have seen no children among them, I would gather they are soldiers rather than refugees.” 

	I nodded gravely. 

	“I lived in Baylore for most of my life, but when I decided to sell my business and retire, I moved out to the countryside. It was partly because my savings would furnish a comfortable lifestyle out here, and partly because of the Truthbringers.” 

	I leaned forward—if the mayor was a potential ally, our next move would be much easier. 

	“I was living in Baylore when they first appeared, and even then, I was worried. My wife was a Snake-Blood, and she heard the Truthbringers advising our neighbors to root out people like her and cast them into the wilds to starve. Even then, they were advocating violence. My daughter has not shown any magical talent, but we did not want to raise her in a place where her family was under constant threat.” 

	“So you wish to support our effort to retake Baylore?” I asked. There was no point speaking delicately. 

	“Yes, Your Majesty. If there is anything we can do. We are not soldiers, but we are happy to shelter your army for as long as necessary. Or at least, I am, and I will compel my townsfolk to treat your followers with compassion.” 

	“Thank you.” I took a deep breath and set aside my teacup. “You should know the full situation before you agree to take part in this.” 

	“Of course.” 

	I glanced at Leoth, Mellicante, and my father for support; my father nodded solemnly. 

	“The Truthbringers are Whitish priests and soldiers, here to pave the way for a Whitish takeover of Itrea. King Olleack is no more than their puppet, so the city is essentially under Whitish rule at the moment. 

	“We have no idea of the situation within Baylore, since all communication and trade has stopped, but we estimate there are several thousand who support the Truthbringers. I suspect they are building an army out of our people.” 

	The mayor’s expression grew grimmer with each new revelation. 

	“It would be bad enough if that was all we had to deal with. But Whitland has sent fifty ships to invade Itrea, which could be carrying up to twenty-five thousand highly trained and fully armed soldiers. They may have already landed in Larkhaven.” 

	“But no one can land in the Larkhaven port unaided, right?” the mayor asked, tugging at his collar. 

	“They’ve managed it before. They must know where the hazards lie.” 

	The mayor and his fellows shared an alarmed look. 

	“What of the people of Larkhaven? They’ll be slaughtered!” 

	“They have either joined my army or—I hope—evacuated to King’s Port. We have to assume Larkhaven is lost.” 

	“So this army of twenty-five thousand will march on Baylore next,” the mayor said, his voice faint. “And—”

	“And the Truthbringers will open the gates in welcome. If our people are afraid once they realize who they welcomed into their city, it will be too late.” 

	Tugging at his collar again, the mayor got to his feet. He looked only a few years older than my father, but the years had worn on him; his shoulders were rounded and his hair more grey than black. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. Only—this is terrible news. I hardly know what to say.” 

	“I know.” I had no reassurances to offer. “We hoped to breach the walls a few nights back, but the Truthbringers knew of our plans and torched our camp. They burned down Twenty-League Town in the process.” 

	“Cloudy gods.” The mayor stumped over to a window and looked out at the bleak winter scene, rows of dead crops dusted with the night’s snowfall. “We’ll be targeted too, I suspect.” 

	“Most likely. If Whitland takes Baylore without a fight, their army might leave the outlying towns alone while they kill off our magic races. But before next year is up, I’m sure they will move to seize the rest of Itrea. They’ll need supplies, among other things.” 

	“What is their end goal, then?” the mayor asked. “Are they after political power or resources or just eradicating magical blood once and for all?” 

	“The latter, I think.” 

	In the silence that fell, the mayor studied my supporters from his place by the window, as though trying to read the gravity of the situation in their expressions. When his eyes alit on my father, he did a double take. 

	“But you’re King Baltheor.”

	My father inclined his head. “The same.” 

	“You were the most popular king I saw in all my years in Baylore. If you support your daughter in this, it must be grave indeed.” 

	“Most of the royalty can see how poisonous the Truthbringers are, but none of us have the power to act against them.” 

	The mayor turned back to me. “What is your next move, Your Majesty?” 

	I glanced at my father, wishing he would step in. He said nothing. 

	“I have no idea. I’m sorry, but our army has only a sliver of a chance against Whitland. We are untrained, unarmed, and now we lack even tents to house our followers. If we could impose upon your hospitality a while longer, it would give us a chance to regroup and strategize.” 

	“We have coin and dried goods to pay your townspeople with,” my father added. 

	“Of course.” The mayor paced back to his chair but did not sit. “The people of Embrill are small-minded in some ways, but we have sheltered our share of the forbidden races over the years, so they might listen to you if you lay everything out for them. We will shelter you as long as necessary, and provide any services you require. Our blacksmith, for instance, could help forge additional weapons, and our tailors might be able to sew new tents if they have the right materials.” 

	“Thank you.” I bowed my head to the mayor—I had not expected to find such hospitality this close to Baylore.  With his help, we would at least survive long enough to make new plans. 

	 

	Over the next two days, we visited every house that was hosting our army and tried to gauge whether the townspeople resented or welcomed their guests. Those who seemed open to our stance I spoke to in person, while others were placated with additional supplies. A few of the townspeople were openly hostile to my followers, and I saw huddled meetings in the town tavern more than once; we removed my army from their homes as quickly as possible. 

	We were kept busy re-amassing our army’s basic needs—shoes, clothing, and shelter. It was impossible to supply everyone from the materials available in Embrill, but several resourceful weavers made hundreds of shoes from flax, and clothes were donated from countless households. 

	While I oversaw these details, it was possible to forget the bleakness of our situation. As long as I was busy, I did not have time to dwell on our failure. 

	But in the end, it didn’t matter how many shirts our soldiers wore or how many swords we fought with. Baylore was lost. 

	Three days after our arrival, I was sitting in a tavern speaking with volunteers who hoped to join our army when I caught sight of a rider streaking into town. He was cloaked and armed with a quiver of arrows, his face obscured beneath his hood. 

	“Who is he?” one of the volunteers asked. 

	I held up a hand for silence, watching the rider as he dismounted and ducked into an inn across the street. Moments later, he reappeared and made for the tavern I was in. I rose swiftly, my guards closing around me with hands on their swords. 

	The rider stopped in the tavern doorway, his eyes going straight to me. “Your Majesty.” He bowed deeply. When he straightened and let his hood fall back, I recognized him with a start. He was the scout I had sent to watch the city walls before we were chased from Twenty-League Town. 

	“I have news from Baylore, Your Majesty. Could we speak in private?” 
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	Refugees 

	 

	Back in my suite in the mayor’s house, I sat down with the scout in a small study. “Tell me everything.” 

	“I don’t know how good my news is any longer, Your Majesty. It took me ages to figure out where you’d gone. No one was in Twenty-League Town, and people hadn’t seen you leave.” 

	“How did you find out in the end?” 

	“A family was riding to Baylore, and I heard them talking to a farmer about how the demon queen had taken over their town and they didn’t feel safe there any longer.” 

	Plagues. So the Truthbringers would know my whereabouts by now. How much longer would it take before they burned down Embrill? 

	“They’re saying you set the fire, Your Majesty. Trying to intimidate Baylore.” 

	I bit back a frantic laugh. No idiot would believe I had set fire to my own town, would they? Unless the Truthbringers had kept word of our army camp quiet. 

	“What other news do you have?” I fought to keep my voice steady. 

	“You wanted to know who got past the city gates—well, they allowed the refugees from Twenty-League Town in. I don’t even think they registered them properly. Seems like the Truthbringers figured the refugees would hate you, so they were good people to have around.” 

	“I see.” This was bad news—if the Truthbringers were spreading word that I had set fire to Twenty-League Town, and letting angry townsfolk into Baylore, I might start encountering open hostility even in the countryside. And the people within Baylore would start believing the entire population of Itrea sided with the Truthbringers. Even those whose lives were at risk would be too frightened to speak out; we might find no support within Baylore even after we liberated the city from its Whitish conquerors. 

	I needed to think this over. The implications were dire, and could change the entire way we approached this war. 

	As I pulled myself back from my thoughts, I realized with shame that the scout’s cloak was damp and sodden, his face haggard. He must have ridden through a snowstorm to reach us as quickly as he could. 

	“I’ll see to it that you receive dry clothes and a solid meal,” I said gently. “You look like you need it.” 

	He bowed. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 

	“You may go. And speak of this news to no one.” 

	“Yes, Your Majesty.” 

	As I walked back to my quarters, passing my father and Dellik discussing something over a map spread across the dining table, it hit me. 

	We had a way into Baylore. 

	Restless with excitement, I summoned Leoth, Baridya, and Mellicante to my wing. I wanted to see their reactions before I spoke of my idea to anyone else. 

	“You look happy,” Leoth said, raising his eyebrows as he took a seat opposite me. 

	“Our scout just returned from Baylore. I might have figured out a way into the city.” 

	Baridya’s eyes widened. “No. What is it?” 

	I waited until she and Mellicante had settled onto chairs before explaining. 

	“The scout said the refugees from Twenty-League Town were allowed into Baylore with very little inspection. The refugees are already angry at me—apparently word is going around that I started the fire—and the Truthbringers want as much support as they can get.” 

	“Plus, they’ll have family in the city,” Mellicante said. “If the Truthbringers turned away their supporters’ relatives and let them starve, there would be a backlash.” 

	I nodded. “That’s right. So—” 

	“You’re thinking of disguising our army as refugees?” Leoth asked. “They certainly look the part at the moment.” 

	“Exactly. If we can get enough of our soldiers into the city, they can open the gates from within and let our army through. ” 

	My friends did not react with the enthusiasm I had expected. 

	“The problem is, there are spies everywhere,” Mellicante said. “If they start seeing a flood of refugees, they’ll send people to check on the towns they’ve come from. When they see the houses intact and everyone still living there, they’ll figure it out. And I bet they’ll put the refugees somewhere they can keep an eye on them, unless they have family to stay with. They’ll turn around and slaughter your army before we can join them.” 

	“What if they say they’re from Larkhaven?” 

	Mellicante shook her head. “Everyone knows you marched from Larkhaven with an army. They’d suspect them at once.” 

	I was stymied. 

	“It was a good idea,” Leoth said. “I just don’t see how we can fool the Truthbringers.” 

	I played with the cushion of my chair, running a finger along the smooth embroidered rim. How could we make this work? At first glance, disguising our army as refugees had seemed the perfect solution, but my friends were right. The Whitish army was too clever and too well-informed to believe something like that without proof. 

	Then a terrible idea came to me. It was exactly the sort of thing that would solidify my reputation for brutality, but if it would keep my people safe, I had to try. 

	“What if there really are refugees?” I said slowly. “What if we act like a marauding army, burning down towns around Baylore Valley, and genuinely send people fleeing? Our soldiers could hide among their ranks, and if the Truthbringers send scouts out to survey the damage or interrogate the refugees, everything would add up.” 

	“That’s horrible,” Baridya whispered. 

	Mellicante was staring at me as though she didn’t know me, while Leoth looked resigned. 

	Silence hung in the room, punctuated only by the crackling of the fire behind us. Outside, snow was falling again, the dusty flakes a reminder of how much time we had already wasted. 

	“It could work,” Leoth said at last. “But could you live with yourself?” 

	Baridya turned her horrified stare on Leoth. 

	“What I think about it doesn’t matter,” I said shortly. “If I end up burned alive for my crimes at the end of this, but my people survive and defeat Whitland, it’s a victory. Besides, the Whitish army will burn half these towns anyway. We can make sure the residents make it out alive and with as many supplies as they can carry. That way our full population will be safely inside Baylore when the Whitish army strikes.” 

	Mellicante nodded slowly. “It might work. But how will you hide your people among the townsfolk? Surely they’ll recognize strangers in their midst.” 

	“Give me a moment.” Stiffly, tense as a deer trying to evade a wolf, I stood and left the room, pacing down the hall to the dining room. My father looked up with a smile when I entered. 

	“May I use that map?” I asked tightly. 

	“Of course.” He swept aside the weights he had placed on each corner and rolled it up for me. “Is something amiss?” 

	“No. I’m just discussing strategy with my advisors.” 

	He gave me a curious look but said no more. 

	I turned and left as swiftly as I had come, the heels of my boots clicking on the floor. 

	As I approached my wing, I heard whispered voices, which died off as soon as I entered the small sitting-room. Mellicante and Baridya leaned away from one another, both frowning, while Leoth gave me a grim smile.

	“Here,” I said, dropping to my knees and unrolling the map on the floor before me. The map showed most of the Itrean continent, from the Larkhaven coast in the east to the Icebraid Peaks in the west, and all the way south to King’s Port. Most of the towns in Itrea were clustered in Baylore Valley, connected by a network of roads. Embrill lay just south of Baylore, and past this town, the road made a sweeping circle south before meeting up with the Elygian River and turning north once more. 

	Leoth knelt beside me, studying the map as I did; I threw him a grateful look that he did not seem to notice. Mellicante and Baridya remained in their seats. 

	“We would be marching through the heart of winter,” I said, “but if the Whitish reinforcements stay in Larkhaven until spring, we should make it just in time.” 

	I traced the outermost road encircling Baylore Valley. “Here, we could go all the way south and back around to Borderville, passing through Golden Heights, Beirn, New Savair, and Ferndell on the way. We could send a contingent up along the shorter route through Druin and Pelek as well.” 

	I secretly relished the thought of burning Pelek to the ground.

	“Our soldiers will pretend they came from the town we attacked most recently, and they can warn the next town about the approaching army. With any luck, people will at least be ready to flee when we arrive. If we ride up and make a show of force, they might scatter with their belongings before we even have to threaten them.” 

	“Do we have to burn the towns, then?” Baridya asked anxiously. 

	“I think we do,” Leoth said. “It will make this whole thing more believable. And besides, the Whitish army will pillage our towns as they pass through regardless. They have a violent reputation. If we remove anything useful for them to steal, they’ll have a harder time supporting themselves while they lay siege on Baylore.” 

	“They might also use the towns as bases,” I said. “We don’t want them moving in and making themselves at home.” 

	“I really don’t like it,” Baridya said. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes bright. 

	“Kalleah’s right,” Mellicante said. “It’s the only way I can see of taking Baylore. It might be messy and cruel, but less so than leaving our country undefended. With Whitland in power, our magic races will be slaughtered, along with anyone who defends them. The Whitish might turn against anyone with darker skin as well—it’s always been a marker of magic blood, at least in their eyes, so more than half our population could die at their hands.” 

	Baridya looked at Mellicante as though seeing her for the first time. Mellicante’s skin was nearly as dark as mine—unremarkable in Baylore, but impossible to disguise around the pale-skinned Whitish. Though Baridya’s features were dark, her skin was light enough that she might escape persecution. 

	“And it’s not just Makhori the Whitish are after,” Mellicante said. “Women have no rights in Whitland, so if we came under their rule, we would lose everything. We wouldn’t be able to own a business or even a bank account under our own names—we’d be dependent on a husband to do that for us.” She said “husband” as though the word tasted foul. 

	“I know you hate the idea,” I said to Baridya. “I do too. But we’re the only ones with the power to fight back. It’s our responsibility to do what we can, as much as we dislike it.” 

	“You know I’ll support you,” Leoth said. 

	I nodded gratefully. 

	“As will I,” Mellicante said. 

	Baridya bit her lip. “You’re my friend, Kalleah. Of course I want to support you. But just—don’t turn into a monster. Please.” Tears glistened in her eyes. 

	“She’s not a monster,” Leoth said coldly. “History will remember her as our savior, even if our people can’t see it now.” 

	“Only if we succeed,” I said quietly. 

	This plan was a dangerous gamble. If we got our soldiers into the city and the Truthbringers learned what we had done, they might massacre every refugee—genuine or not—before my army could save them. 

	Our soldiers would need to know the plan, but if even one of them slipped and gave away the truth, everything would fall to pieces. 

	“Does anyone have a better suggestion?” I asked weakly. 

	“No,” Leoth said. 

	“Then it’s this or retreat to King’s Port. Either we burn down our own towns or we leave Baylore to the Whitish army.” 
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	The Sacking of Embrill 

	 

	I spent a sleepless night agonizing over my decision. What had seemed like a solid idea in the daylight now appeared riddled with holes. The chances of something going wrong were far too high—though at least this was a marginally better plan than our original idea of breaching the walls with ladders. 

	If we could convince the residents of each town we passed to go along with our subterfuge, at least everyone would have advance warning and would have a chance to rescue anything precious before we set fire to the place. 

	But the more people who knew about our scheme, the more chance we had of someone betraying us. If word had spread of our supposed attack on Twenty-League Town, villagers would be ill-disposed toward us long before we arrived. 

	There was no easy answer to this mess. 

	I decided that in the morning, I would speak with the mayor about my plans. He would make this much easier if he helped organize the evacuation of Embrill. Though the town would still have to burn, I hoped we could make it as painless as possible for the good people who had cared for us these past days. Turning against them now would be a grave betrayal. 

	The biggest problem was that the villagers might recognize my soldiers if they hid among them. I would have to send soldiers who had slept in barns and wagons, or had otherwise avoided contact with their hosts. 

	Dawn came far too soon, grey light leaking beneath my curtains as the town stirred. I could not bring myself to leave the warmth of my bed. The frigid air was less of a deterrent than the dread that had settled like a rock in my stomach. 

	At last I struggled into my warm layers and draped a blanket over my shoulders. Padding over to my window, I tugged aside the curtain and looked out on the dreary scene beyond. The mayor’s house sat on a slight rise at the edge of town, with views over the main road; from here I could see men and women wrapped in heavy coats bustling about, smoke threading from every chimney. From this distance, I could not distinguish my soldiers from the villagers. The smell of manure mingled with grass smoke, and the snort of a pig rose above the low murmur of voices as a farmer guided his litter to market. 

	These people had very little in the way of possessions. Their livelihoods came from the land that supported them, and if I tore that from them, they would be destitute. 

	I did not want to give these orders—I wished someone else could take the burden. The horror in Baridya’s eyes yesterday had hurt. I feared I would lose everyone I cared for before the end. 

	When at last I ventured down to breakfast, Baridya did not look my way. Her eyes were swollen, her hair untidy. Leoth glanced my way several times, his expression wary, but I did not meet his gaze. Instead I retreated behind the mask I had worn in Baylore Palace, the queen’s façade of solemn authority. I ate without tasting the food, struggling to swallow each mouthful. With each minute that passed, a vice seemed to tighten around my chest. 

	Once the dishes had been cleared away, I said, “I need to make an announcement. Please join me in the sitting room in thirty minutes’ time.” My voice came out flat and emotionless. 

	The mayor set down his teacup with a clatter. “Do you have news, Your Majesty?” 

	“Of a sort.” 

	“Should I invite the other influential townspeople?” 

	“No. Not yet.” 

	Though a flicker of worried surprise crossed his face, he did not object. 

	While my supporters moved to the sitting room, I sought out two towering men who had guarded the Larkhaven palace. 

	“I need the mayor’s grounds searched and secured,” I said quietly. “Fetch twenty soldiers to guard the perimeter, and station yourselves just outside the main sitting room.” 

	“Are you expecting trouble?” 

	“I don’t know. But I need to take precautions.” 

	The guards saluted me and jogged off. As I watched them, I felt a pang of grief for Quendon, who had fallen in the fight for Larkhaven. I would do anything to have him back. 

	At last we were assembled in the sitting room. My supporters numbered just nine—none of the generals had been invited, because I preferred my father and Dellik to break the news to them. Cal and Nyla both perched on the edge of their sofa, looking as though they were unsure whether they were meant to be there. 

	I took an unsteady breath and began. “Thank you for joining me. We have devised a strategy for infiltrating Baylore, and I hope you will be willing to assist us in this.” 

	The mayor inclined his head. 

	“After Twenty-League Town burned down, the refugees were allowed into Baylore. We have therefore decided to disguise our troops as refugees.” 

	“The Truthbringers would never believe that,” my father said. “They’ll send scouts to investigate, and as soon as they realize no new towns have been attacked, they’ll arrest anyone who entered the city under false pretenses.” 

	“Unless new towns had been attacked.” 

	A ringing silence followed my words. 

	I swallowed. “The Truthbringers are spreading word that we burned down Twenty-League Town. If we play into their lies and act the marauders they paint us as, they’ll be delighted to have an even better excuse to turn our people against us. They won’t think twice about sheltering refugees who hate us just as much.” 

	“Why would the Truthbringers believe you turned on your own people?” my father asked. 

	“Because we’ve lost the war before it even started. They know that. We’ll spread rumors that our army is fleeing to King’s Port, sacking towns along the way so the Whitish troops don’t have anywhere to resupply on their way to Baylore. It’s what Whitland would do if the situation was reversed.” 

	“I don’t like it,” my father said. “Your people will accuse you of becoming a tyrant. You will never recover from this. And the innocent lives lost—”

	“I’ll send my soldiers ahead of the army,” I said. “They’ll pretend they came from other villages we already sacked, and they’ll warn everyone to leave before they suffer the same fate. With any luck, they’ll be prepared and will flee at the first sight of our army.” 

	“Where will you start?” my father asked. 

	“We have to start here.” I gave the mayor a grim look. “I’m sorry, but it would seem suspicious if we left Embrill untouched." 

	The color drained from the mayor’s face. “No.” 

	“You offered to help us in any way you could. This is your chance.” 

	“No, I cannot leave. This house is everything I own. If you burn it down, my whole life’s work will be erased.” 

	My guilt was tinged with irritation. The mayor was blind if he thought his precious home would survive the coming war. “The Whitish army is coming, remember. Nowhere in Itrea is safe, except Baylore.” 

	“It’s not safe yet. Even if you smuggle most of your army into the city, your chances against the Truthbringers are slim. Should I really throw away everything I have on a gamble?” 

	“It’s not a gamble. Yes, we might lose Baylore, but your town will be sacked either way. If you retreat to the city now, you at least have a chance at escaping brutality at the hands of the Whitish army. I’ve heard stories of them burning people alive, raping women and children, peeling the skin from their hands with knives, gouging—” 

	The mayor flapped his hands at me. “Enough, enough!” He looked faintly ill. “We have been generous enough to house and provide for your army. At least grant us the dignity of deciding our own fates. If we can wait until winter ends, maybe we can head to another town.” 

	I shook my head. “You don’t understand the scope of the coming war. All of Itrea could fall. There may not be any other towns for you to escape to. I’m sorry, but I cannot leave this choice up to you. Too much hangs in the balance.” 

	“You’re a tyrant!” the mayor blustered. “I can’t believe we took your army in! I want you out of my house now.” 

	“No. I’m sorry.” I got to my feet. “I’m the one giving orders here. And if you can’t stand by me in this, I will not risk your betrayal. Guards!” 

	The two loyal men I had stationed outside barged in, swords unsheathed. 

	“Detain the mayor,” I commanded. “I can’t risk him spreading word of our plans.” 

	The mayor hardly put up a fight. His expression flickered between fear, shock, and hatred as the guards dragged him away.

	At last the door clicked shut. 

	“Was that wise?” my father asked softly. 

	“If our plan is to work, we can’t let the truth slip out. All will fail if anyone betrays us.” 

	My advisors were looking at me warily, as though afraid I had gone mad. Could they not see how desperate our situation was? Our only hope was to take Baylore before the Whitish army arrived, and no one else had the least idea how to accomplish that. At least I was doing something. At least we were not retreating to King’s Port. 

	“She’s right,” Leoth said after a long silence. “We can’t jeopardize our plans.” 

	 

	Events moved swiftly from there. Our army now had enough clothes, shelter, and weapons to make do—men and women were cramming six to a tent, but at least no one would need to sleep in the open—so we were no longer reliant on Embrill’s hospitality. 

	First of all, I sent fifty soldiers north to circle back around and pretend to be evacuees from Twenty-League Town, spreading word that the evil queen Kalleah had burned their homes down and should not be trusted. I chose them carefully—soldiers who’d had very little contact with the families that had hosted them, or else had slept in the wagons. My father, Leoth, and Dellik spread word of our plans to the generals, who spoke to their soldiers in private, only approaching those they trusted. I kept waiting for someone to rat us out, but for now at least, it seemed my followers were loyal. 

	Once inside the city, my soldiers would get their hands on any weapons they could find and listen each day for the ringing of the cathedral bell. That would serve as their call to battle. 

	The mayor remained locked away in a bedroom in his manor, guarded every hour of the day and night. He admitted the daughter he had spoken of was no longer in Embrill; she had moved to Baylore several years back. I was surprised he had not tried to remove her from Baylore when Leoth took the throne, knowing how dangerous the city was becoming, but he refused to discuss it with us. 

	When the fifty pretend refugees arrived and began spreading rumors, I could see the attitude of the townspeople changing. Where once I had been greeted with respect, people now went out of their way to avoid me, crossing to the opposite side of the road or ducking into the back when I entered their shops. Everywhere I walked, angry muttering followed me. I tried not to let it hurt. As long as they took the chance to pack their valuables and prepare to flee, it didn’t matter what they thought of me. 

	Inside Baylore, my soldiers would approach the true refugees carefully and see if they could persuade any to take my side. But for now, I had to instill fear. 

	Once the rumors had a chance to take hold, it was time for our next move. 

	My army began to withdraw from Embrill, packing our supply wagons and assembling on the road south of town. The mayor would be drugged and chained up in one of the wagons; I did not want to kill him, but I could think of no other way to keep him from ruining our subterfuge. Eventually I realized I was making excuses to delay our next move. It was time. 

	The sun rose in a clear sky on the morning of our attack. Frost rimed the ground, growing in tiny spikes on fences and gardens that rarely saw sun, and those who ventured outside wore thick layers. 

	I rose and dressed hurriedly, trying not to focus too much on the now-familiar details of the mayor’s home—the dried flowers in a vase over the fireplace, the delicate carving of a horse beside it, the fine tapestry covering one wall. All would be reduced to ash. 

	No one was sitting at the breakfast table. My friends and advisors grabbed rolls and sliced cheese and ate as they walked, filling the house with nervous energy. My stomach lurched at the thought of food, so I walked right past the table, fetching my heavy cloak from the entryway.

	Outside, my soldiers had led our horses to the southern end of town, just beyond the mayor’s house, where they nibbled at the few scraps of greenery that poked from amidst the dead crops. A small crowd of townspeople had gathered to watch as my army emerged from houses and shops all through Embrill, slowly coalescing into a single column heading to the southern end of town. The cold air smelled of frost and manure and rotting hay.

	Not waiting for my companions to join me, I raised my hood and joined the stream of soldiers. When I reached the assembled horses, I heard my father barking orders; I was grateful for his authority. 

	“All packed? Everything in the wagons?” he called. “Drivers can start heading south. Cavalry, form up!” 

	Scuffing footsteps and the muffled clatter of horses’ hooves rose from the quiet army as my soldiers moved to obey his orders. Our cavalry was nothing more than the soldiers my father had nominated to set fire to Embrill with me. I would ride among them.  

	I swung into my saddle and accepted an unlit torch from Dellik, the saddle icy beneath me, the torch numbing my hands. My father noticed me for the first time and gave me a stiff nod. 

	Leoth, Mellicante, Viko, Cal, and Nyla would ride with me, while my father and Baridya remained behind. They joined me soon enough, and as we guided our horses onto the road, the rest of our cavalry formed up around us. Soon we formed one dense column spanning the road leading into Embrill, the soldiers at the front heavily armed to give the impression of overwhelming force. 

	The crowd of townspeople had grown, all manner of people young and old watching us with suspicion, their muttering like the ceaseless chatter of a brook. I could not tell if our false refugees stood among them. 

	Now that I sat before them, torch raised, army formed up, I could not move. My limbs froze stiff, as if unwilling to carry out the work I had begun. 

	“Cal,” Leoth whispered from my right. 

	With a flicker of movement, Cal set the entire row of torches blazing. At the crackle of flames, the wash of heat that grazed my face, I remembered myself. 

	“A great army from Whitland is coming to raze Itrea to the ground!” My voice rang through the still air, the mutters dying. “We cannot allow them to pillage our crops and claim our towns for their own. Take your belongings and your harvests and flee before we set fire to Embrill.” I drew my sword with a soft rasp and held it high. 

	The crowd drew back. An elderly woman shielded a young boy’s face against her cloak, while a man tightened his grip on the scythe he brandished. 

	“Traitor!” a breathless voice shouted. 

	Others joined in the chorus, and the crowd seemed to gain strength from the words flung my way. 

	“Demon!” 

	“Murderer!” 

	“You did burn down Twenty-League Town, you lying wretch!” 

	“Leave us be! We’ll deal with them Whitish bastards on our own.” 

	Several men at the rear of the crowd shoved forward, pushing the rest of the townspeople closer to us. My horse snorted and shied back, perhaps alarmed at the acrid smell of torch smoke now wreathing my army. Many of the townspeople brandished butchers’ knives and shovels and scythes, anger and protectiveness serving them where experience did not. I did not want to hurt these people. They had done nothing but shelter us and provide for us. 

	“Do not test your strength against the force of my army,” I shouted. “You cannot win.” 

	I spurred my horse forward, torch crackling as the frigid air whisked by. I cantered toward the front of the crowd as though prepared to trample a path through the throng, sword high. A grey-haired man dashed toward me and lunged at my horse with a pitchfork, but his stroke fell wide. Ahead, the crowd drew apart, stumbling in their haste. Hooves clomped along the frozen dirt as Cal and Leoth drew beside me, and the watching crowd scattered further, retreating beneath the eaves of buildings. 

	“Set fire to the mayor’s house,” I told Cal softly, reining in my horse just before I reached the crowd. The mayor and his servants were already safely packed away in a wagon with his valuables, but the townspeople were unaware of this.  

	Cal raised a hand, and with a gesture, sent a line of fire springing from the mayor’s roof. The flames seeped beneath the clay tiles and took hold of the beams supporting the roof, and from there the fire spread, tiles cracking and black smoke gushing skyward. 

	Through this, the crowd watched in stunned horror. 

	“We don’t wish to hurt you,” I said over the crackle of flames. “Please, salvage what you can and retreat to Baylore. You’ll find safe haven there.” 

	“You’re a monster!” yelled a man holding a shovel in trembling hands. “We took you in and provided for you, and you’ve betrayed us!” 

	Though his words twisted like a knife in my gut, I said, “We paid you well for your hospitality. Now take that coin and make a new life for yourselves in Baylore. There is nothing for you here—once the Whitish army arrives, they will strip the countryside bare and reduce Itrea to a wasteland.” 

	“Lies,” a plump woman hissed. “She’s poisoning us with lies.” 

	Just then, two of our soldiers disguised as refugees came barreling from the inn they had stayed at. 

	“Get out now!” one howled. “She’ll cut us down where we stand if we don’t run!” 

	Mellicante and Viko had fallen into place beside me, and though I did not dare look back, I could hear the creaking of saddles and restless shuffling of hooves from my cavalry close behind. 

	The time for diplomacy was past. Slashing my sword through the air in a dramatic arc, I sent the nearest man scrambling backward. We had reached the southernmost houses in Embrill, so I guided my horse toward the simple shack on my right and touched my torch to the thatch draped low over the wall. Within a heartbeat, the fire latched onto the dry straw, exuding heat and smoke as it spread. 

	As smoke billowed into the clear sky, screams and shouts of rage filled the street. 

	This time, when I spurred my horse forward, the townsfolk who had stood their ground now dropped their makeshift weapons and fled. The entire crowd swept along with them, stumbling north along the road in desperate flight, flinging curses back at me as they ran. 

	Oddly, the pity I had felt hardened into something more akin to vengeance. Though I knew it was not true, some instinct told me this was the same mob that had turned on me so many times before, the same mindless hoard that had driven me from Ambervale and flung stones at me in the streets of Baylore and demanded my death as I fled my trial. And so I took bitter satisfaction in each roof I set aflame, reclaiming at last the power the mob had stolen from me so many times. 

	We advanced slowly north through Embrill, setting fire to each roof only after the crowd had moved well beyond us. As their voices faded and the crowd petered out to a few stray villagers darting back for armloads of goods, my fleeting hatred dwindled, replaced by mounting horror. What sort of monster was I to take pleasure in burning the homes of innocents?

	As the inferno took hold of Embrill, heat billowed from behind us, searing the exposed skin of my hands. Smoke choked the air, thick and greasy. 

	Disgust had settled in my stomach, and with each fire I set, my hatred grew. I did not deserve to rule Itrea. I was here to be used as a tool in the coming war, a ruthless weapon against the Whitish. And when the fight ended and I had left behind every scrap of my humanity, someone more deserving would step onto the throne. 

	At last we neared the edge of town. It was a small comfort to see a caravan of wagons waiting, most piled high with supplies. The townspeople had listened to my false refugees and prepared for an evacuation. Some were already hastening north toward Baylore, while others crammed their belongings into the wagons. We stopped at the edge of town, lining up once more, and waited for the last refugees to depart. 

	Soon the only living things that lingered in the streets of Embrill were a few scrawny chickens and a cat that fled the smoke, hissing and bushy-tailed. Three soldiers grabbed the chickens by their legs and carried them, squawking, around the outskirts of town, while others gathered any remnants of the harvest that had been abandoned. 

	With smoke billowing through the streets, we skirted around the remains of Embrill to rejoin the main column of my army. My chest was so tight I could hardly draw breath—in all my nightmares about the coming war, never had I imagined that I would be the one burning down my own towns. I was supposed to be the savior, not the enemy. 

	But this was war. We did what we must. 

	 

	 

	
13

	The Long Road South 

	 

	We rode south in silence. 

	The bitter vengeance that had spurred me on while we set fire to Embrill now haunted me. I had not known myself capable of such hatred, and wondered if the same impulse that had equated a crowd of innocents to every mob that had ever turned against me was what drove people to fear the forbidden races. People despised me merely because of their instinct for self-preservation. For the first time, I understood. 

	Through many cold days and colder nights, I rode alone and ate alone and slept alone. As my thoughts spiraled ever grimmer, I held myself apart from my companions, sure they would feel the same disgust I did. I would not force my presence upon them. 

	Mellicante and Baridya did not speak to me unless necessary, and each night they staked their tent well away from mine and away from the main body of the army, as though distance alone could absolve them from any responsibility. I had expected that from Baridya, but Mellicante’s silence wounded me. She had accepted me without question in the past, regardless of the awful tasks I put her up to; now I realized I had gone too far. 

	Leoth alone rode by my side. I did not speak to him, because I knew he would never be mine. Clinging to him now would make the pain of losing him too great to bear. I knew now that it was not fear for his own safety that held him apart from me, but his knowledge of what I would become. I should push him aside now, before I wounded myself. 

	Yet I allowed him to remain close. His eyes held concern whenever he looked upon me, and several times he ventured to speak, but each time I spurred my horse on without answering. His kindness was false, and I could not allow myself to take comfort in it. 

	Golden Heights was the next town south of Embrill, and between the two, the road stretched long and empty. Several towns lay off to the side, isolated from the main trade route on smaller and less-maintained roads; we bypassed these completely. We would be riding through the heart of winter as it was, and I could not bring myself to attack any towns that might be lucky enough to escape Whitland’s wrath. 

	As the nights grew shorter and icier, despair set in. How had I chosen this path with such confidence? This was more than just a strategic move; we were destroying the lives of countless thousands. Maybe Baridya was right. Maybe I truly was losing my grasp on sanity. I wallowed in these dark thoughts as I rode, numb and aching, and at night, as the bitter frost crept into my tent, I wondered if I should simply disappear into the empty plains and leave Leoth to finish what I had started. 

	The mayor did not help. He rode sullenly, tied to his horse, making disparaging comments whenever I was within earshot. 

	“My people will never recover from this,” he muttered. “They’re poor as dirt. In Baylore, they’ll end up in the slums, where they’ll catch diseases from the rats that plague the place. And if they make it out of the city alive, they’ll have nothing to return to. They’ll starve to death. You’ve made a mistake, oh queen of beggars. I can see your strategy, but you’re looking at this all wrong. We had nothing but our town to sustain us.” 

	“At least they’re alive,” I muttered under my breath. 

	But the farther we rode, the more I wondered if he was right. Had I doomed these poor refugees to a lifetime of destitution and disease, where they might have preferred a simple, clean death defending their homes? 

	Every time these doubts crept in, I reminded myself what I knew about the Whitish army. They might not grant their victims the dignity of a swift death. These townspeople could end up sold into slavery or tortured for the amusement of their enemies. Yet knowing that was not enough to ease my guilt. The uncertainty of it all ate at me. I was not sure I could continue on the path I had started down. 

	By the time we neared Golden Heights, I had fallen into a routine of riding well ahead of my army so I could escape the mayor’s furious mutterings and the betrayal in my friends’ eyes. I was the first to glimpse the town over a short rise, and as soon as I recognized the trails of smoke and tidy roofs as more than just a collection of farmhouses, my chest tightened. 

	The nearer we rode, the worse my misgivings grew. Unlike Embrill, where poverty had been evident in the materials used for each house and the bone-thin animals, Golden Heights seemed prosperous; the residents clearly took pride in their homes. The mud walls were whitewashed, tidy landscaped gardens encircled each house, and wood frames were visible in nearly half the buildings, rare for the treeless plains. I had not expected such prosperity this far from Baylore, and it seemed a crime to destroy something so well-loved. 

	At the same time, I realized it was my own biases that made it seem that way. In truth, these people were more likely to scrape by in Baylore than the residents of Embrill. The residents of Golden Heights could likely start over again, whereas the people of Embrill would be reduced to beggars. 

	My next group of pretend refugees should have arrived a few days before, if all had gone according to plan. This time we would not risk trying to convince the townspeople to agree to our scheme—we would make our move at once. 

	I reined in my horse and sat looking over the town for several long minutes, fighting back the despair and revulsion that rose like bile in my throat. My eyes stung, and I blinked furiously until they cleared. This was no time for weakness. I had chosen my path, and I needed to keep to it. 

	Yet I had never felt more alone. 

	At last I turned to face my army. After hardly speaking in days, my voice sounded foreign. 

	“We have reached Golden Heights. You know what must be done. Ready your torches, split in two, and circle around the town. Remember—we must ensure the townspeople flee north toward Baylore.” 

	This time, my army followed the orders without hesitation. To minimize chaos and direct everyone fleeing toward Baylore, we would skirt far around Golden Heights, not announcing ourselves until we reached the southern end of town. Then, as before, we would force the residents north through town as we began setting fire to the tidy houses. 

	Though we rode through dead fields well outside Golden Heights, startling a few sheep that bolted as we passed, our arrival had not gone unnoticed. This time, I could see obvious signs of preparation. Most houses had a cart, a wagon, or a saddled horse waiting outside, and the people who emerged to watch us were dressed warmly in coats and boots, ready for travel. 

	When we reached the southern end of town, I rode forth as I had done in Embrill, holding my sword and my torch high. 

	“Flee while you can! The Whitish army is coming, and we must burn any place they might use as their base.” 

	“They mightn’t come this far south,” a grizzled old man shouted back. “What’re ye playing at, Yer Majesty?” 

	“We are preparing for war,” I shouted, my voice rising over the silent, watchful crowd. “Much must be sacrificed if we are to save our beloved country from the Whitish scourge. You will find safety in Baylore, not out here. The Truthbringers who woo our people with sweet words will turn on you as soon as their reinforcements arrive—twenty thousand deadly soldiers, armed and ready to reduce our people to ruin.” 

	Whispers passed through the crowd at this, and several people shifted. I wondered what my false refugees had said; I had expected open hostility, not this. 

	“You’re wicked, forcing us to leave this way,” said an old woman hunched over a cane. “If you were any good, you’d have the decency to let us choose the dignity of dying in our own homes.” 

	“Aye,” a few voices chorused—most belonged to elderly townspeople. 

	I tightened my grip on my torch. These people were reasonable and mild-mannered; I hated forcing this on them. They would remember me forever as the one who destroyed their lives. 

	“I truly am sorry,” I said, fighting to keep my voice steady. “Our odds against Whitland are bad enough without giving them shelter and provisions to wage a long war. I don’t wish to harm you, so I will ask just once more—please evacuate now and head to Baylore. It is too late for us to save Golden Heights.” 

	“And if we don’t evacuate?” asked a young man. He was one of the few townspeople who were armed. 

	I gestured to my army. “Do you want to test your skills against us?” 

	His face reddened, and he spat into the dirt. 

	A second later, a woman grabbed him by the arm and dragged him away. Did she think I would slaughter him for his disrespect? 

	To my relief, most of the townspeople returned to their homes and began fetching supplies. Nervous energy filled the air as they piled their wagons and strapped supplies to their horses, and I looked on with mounting sorrow as these people prepared to see their homes taken from them. Within the hour, the town was almost deserted. 

	I had no obligation to take part in the torching of the town this time, yet I felt it was my burden to bear. Nudging my horse forward, I started down the main street, touching my torch to each roof as I passed. Hooves clopped behind me, and several others spread out to set fire to the surrounding streets. Ahead of us, many thousands of residents plodded north, heads down, not looking back. I hated to think of where they would end up in Baylore. 

	The smoke billowed around me until I could see nothing but grey, with the occasional orange tongue of flame breaking through. I held my breath as I rode, until my chest felt as though it would burst. 

	At last I reached the end of town. Where farmland reclaimed the tidy garden plots, the smoke cleared. There, on the road just beyond, stood the population of Golden Heights. 

	Tears streaked down their cheeks, young and old. 

	Mothers and fathers held children to their chests, ash drifting down to settle in their hair, and old men wept, clutching remnants of their old lives. 

	My throat tightened, and my eyes began to burn. 

	But they had seen me. I could betray no weakness, no regret. 

	Wheeling my horse around, I galloped around the edge of town, veering far into the muddy field to avoid the plume of smoke. 

	My soldiers were hushed and grim when I reclaimed my place at the front of the column. Leoth sought my eyes, and I saw the same darkness that welled up within me mirrored on his face. 

	Then I tore my gaze away. He did not need to see me falling apart. 

	 

	That evening, a strong wind picked up, so we set up camp in an orchard bordered by poplars that sheltered the worst of the gale. 

	The sun was gone before my soldiers finished erecting their tents and watering their horses. As my army bustled around setting up camp, the smell of woodsmoke began rising from a dozen cookfires. Though everything was routine, something felt different tonight. The gravity of what we had done lay heavy over the camp, and all talk seemed hushed. 

	Embrill had been different—the farmers there were impoverished and had not taken pride in their homes. Here, we had destroyed something beautiful. 

	I could not face my fellows. Trusting the half-hidden stars to guide my way, I picked a path through the orchard, tightly wrapped in the coat I had reclaimed from Cal. Eventually I reached the edge of the trees and climbed to a well, where I rested my back against the stone wall to escape the wind. 

	From here, the darkened landscape looked bleak, featureless. The sky seemed to hold more meaning than the earth now that night had fallen. Dramas of swirling clouds and flickering stars played out on that vast stage, distant and unfathomable. 

	Loneliness had hollowed out my chest, and the weight of everything I had done seemed to suffocate me. I was not sure I could continue what I had started. It was easy to say I could set aside my own feelings, easy to pretend I was cold and calculating enough to march down whatever path I had chosen without flinching. The reality was far different. 

	Who was I to destroy the lives of my own civilians? Was it arrogance to think I had a chance at saving Itrea from the Whitish? 

	Footsteps crunched behind me, and I cringed. I did not want to deal with anyone right now. 

	“Kalleah?” a soft voice said. 

	It was Leoth. 

	I drew my knees up to my chest. “What are you doing here?” I did not want even his company right now, but at least he was preferable to Baridya. 

	He sat down beside me, our shoulders just barely touching, and for several long minutes he was silent. In the stillness, some of the tension eased from my body, replaced by a flood of sorrow. 

	“Are you all right?” Leoth asked at last. 

	When he tried to meet my eyes, I tilted my head back toward the stars. “What sort of question is that?” 

	“I can see how much this is hurting you. What we’re doing. You act like you’re a rock, strong and unfeeling, because that’s what your people need to see, but—”

	“I’m a queen,” I said dully. “I’m supposed to be concerned with protecting my people. My own feelings aren’t meant to come into this.” 

	“It’s easy to say that.” Leoth rested a hand on my knee, feather-light. “Hard to pull off. I know how it feels.” 

	Of course—Leoth had spent years acting the charming, rakish prince, denouncing the forbidden races and supporting the Truthbringers while hiding his own forbidden blood. 

	Suddenly I was glad for his company. He understood more than anyone how much this hurt. 

	“At least the role you played was likable,” I said with a grimace. “You didn’t have to deal with your friends turning on you. People are starting to see me as a monster, and I’m afraid I’m turning into one.”

	“You’re not.” 

	“What sort of person willingly burns down a town? Especially one as beautiful as Golden Heights? I don’t even know if Whitland will bother sending its troops this far south.” My shoulders were shaking now, though my eyes were dry. 

	Leoth looped his arm around my waist and drew me close, and I dared to rest my head on his shoulder. I had craved this intimacy for quarters now, though I had not admitted it to myself. But I could not grow accustomed to it. I did not deserve this. 

	“You knew why you were doing this when we started,” Leoth said. “The reasons haven’t changed, even if you’ve spent the past twenty leagues second-guessing yourself. You’re right about what needs to be done. We both know it, even if no one else does.” 

	“But what if we’re wrong? What if the Truthbringers figure out what we’ve done and kill everyone who seeks refuge in Baylore?” 

	“Then we’ll be in the same situation we were in before you had the idea—certain we would lose the war.” 

	“Except we’ll have the blood of thousands on our hands,” I said in a strangled whisper.  

	Leoth sighed. “It’s a bad situation no matter how we approach it.” 

	“I just wish someone else could take command. I wish I could follow orders and leave someone else to make the hard decisions.”

	“No one else would be strong enough.” 

	“Ruthless enough, you mean.” 

	Leoth shook his head. “There’s a reason you’re leading our army. It could have been me, or even your father. But we’re not the right people for this. Your father was a popular peace-time ruler, and I might have been successful as well, but you’re the conqueror among us. You can lead us to victory. We can all see that, which is why we follow you.” 

	“I hate it,” I muttered. 

	“Maybe they’ll be singing your praises once this is over.” Leoth pulled me closer and rested his head on mine. Even through my heavy cloak, I could feel his warmth. It sent tingles all through me. 

	“Unlikely.” 

	We sat in silence for several minutes, each wrapped in our own thoughts. The stars gleamed brighter than ever overhead, and Leoth’s presence—his smell and his warmth, the way his breath grazed my forehead—filled some of the hollow within my chest. 

	“Are you still planning to leave?” I asked at last, in a whisper so soft it could have passed for a breath of wind. 

	Leoth sat up straight again, withdrawing his arm and folding his elbows on his knees. I mourned the loss of intimacy. “We’re nearly to the crossroads where the Great Southern Road begins.” 

	“So you are considering it.” My voice was empty of emotion. 

	“I’ve debated this a hundred times, and I still can’t decide. The idea of returning to Baylore terrifies me, Kalleah. And I can’t help but think my secret would jeopardize your plans. I don’t want to be the one who destroys everything you’ve worked for.” 

	“If you leave, I don’t know if I can go through with this!” I said desperately. “I’m losing my way, Leoth. Everyone has turned on me, and I’m no longer certain of anything. I need you. I know you don’t feel the same way, but it’s the truth. Without you, what do I have left? Friends who won’t speak to me? A father who obeys my commands simply because I am queen?” 

	I buried my face in my arms, trembling. Already I regretted my words—I should not have let him see how close I teetered to the brink. 

	Leoth gathered me into his arms and kissed the top of my head. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted to hurt you.” 

	I did not trust myself to speak, so instead I leaned into Leoth’s embrace, taking whatever comfort he would give me. He had sought me out when no one else had; perhaps that was enough. 

	 

	 

	
14

	The Forbidden Races 

	 

	Overnight, the fierce winds battered at my tent, setting the wooden frame creaking and the canvas flapping wildly. By morning, the winds had summoned forth a featureless white ceiling of clouds, which began dumping snow halfway through the day. Still the wind persisted, and it was all we could do to keep track of the road underfoot as the world melted away to blinding whiteness. I dismounted and walked beside my horse, using its flank to shield me from the worst of the wind, my hood pulled tight around my face. Even then, every scrap of exposed skin stung from the gusts of icy snow. 

	Midway through the afternoon, we conceded defeat and stopped to set up camp. The blizzard only worsened as the hours wore on, and my cloak was now heavy and sodden from the melting snow. While a pair of soldiers cleared snow from the ground and fought to erect my tent, I watched with a pang of jealousy as Leoth, Mellicante, Baridya, Cal, Nyla, and Viko all piled into the same tent to share warmth. My dearest friends were coming together day by day, sharing one another’s company through the long nights, while I remained alone. I had brought them together, and they had discarded me. 

	We could light no fires outside in the blizzard, and our cooks did not want to risk setting our tents on fire by cooking inside in such weather, so we had to make do with dry, brittle wayfarers’ bread. I ate mine huddled alone in my tent, cold burrowing its way ever deeper into my bones. I wished I could curl up and sleep until the storm passed, but a knot of restless energy tugged at me. Instead of resting, I pulled my damp cloak tighter about me and ventured into the storm once more. 

	Outside my tent, I nearly collided with Baridya, whose hair escaped her hood in a sodden, tangled mess. 

	“What are you doing?” she called over the howling wind. 

	“I’m just going for a walk,” I said brusquely. Why was she here? Had Leoth put her up to this? 

	“Can I come with you?”  

	“Do what you want.” 

	Lowering my head against the wind, I waded through the deepening snow, Baridya trailing along beside me. Now that she was here, I wanted nothing more than to be left alone. I had seen the way she had looked at me—as though I were a beast disguised within human flesh. 

	“I’m sorry,” she yelled as we skirted around the edge of camp. “I shouldn’t have abandoned you.” 

	I did not acknowledge her words. I was certain Leoth had told her to apologize—perhaps he thought I would be willing to let him go if I still had friends by my side. 

	“Kalleah?” Baridya said, her voice softer this time. “Can you at least speak to me?” 

	I rounded on her. “I owe you nothing!” I snapped, my voice breaking. “I am your queen, and you have dared to question me! I had once hoped we might be friends, but I no longer think that possible.” 

	I stalked off, immediately regretting my outburst. I craved company—why did I keep pushing my friends away when I needed them most? The snow tugged at my boots, the wind whipping my cloak against my legs. I was like a wounded animal, lashing out at whoever came near. 

	Yet Baridya did not heed my words. She stumbled through the growing drifts and caught my arm, looping her elbow through mine. “Your Majesty. I’m sorry.” 

	“Don’t call me that.” 

	“What do you want from me?” she asked, tugging back her hood and meeting my eyes. “I was wrong. You needed to do this, and I shouldn’t have questioned you. I know I’ve hurt you. How can I make it right?” 

	I trudged on, tugging Baridya with me. “I need to learn to stop relying on the opinions of others,” I muttered. “I’ll never find peace that way.” 

	“You’re my dearest friend, Kalleah. I was afraid of what we were doing, but that didn’t mean you were wrong. I promise I’ll never question you again.” 

	“What if you were right? What if I am turning into a monster?” I gave a harsh bark of laughter that was halfway to a sob, but the wind ripped the sound from me. “Why are you here now, anyway? Did Leoth tell you to speak to me?” 

	“No one sent me. I’ve wanted to speak with you for days now, but I didn’t know how to begin. But Viko said something tonight—”

	“What?” 

	Baridya dropped her eyes to the ground. “He said he recognized the look in your eyes lately. It was the same way he felt when everything ceased to matter except the Demon’s Draught, when no amount of pain or humiliation could get through to him. He said you looked as lost as he had been.” 

	My throat closed up; I could think of no response. Viko was right. 

	On we trudged, the blizzard battering us, our camp still and empty aside from the tents shuddering beneath the might of the wind. Come morning, there might be no trace of the road for us to follow. 

	At last we reached the edge of camp, where a handful of sentries stood watch, heavily layered against the storm. 

	“What’re you doing out here?” one barked at us. 

	I waded closer, and he suddenly stood up straight. “Your Majesty! Beg pardon. I didn’t recognize you.” 

	“You are forgiven,” I said heavily. 

	“It’s good you’re here, as it happens, Your Majesty. We’ve seen something over there. Every now and again, the snow lets up enough for us to get a glimpse of light. I’d wager it’s either a farmhouse or a camp.” 

	“I’ll investigate, then, and let you know what I find.” 

	“Your Majesty, I don’t know if that would be safe…”

	Disregarding his words, I turned and began cutting a path through the newly-fallen snow, the wind now grazing my right cheek. Several steps forward, the curtains of snow parted and I caught a glimpse of strung-up lights hanging between what looked like wagons. Then the blizzard closed in around us once more. 

	Caution tempered my curiosity as I trudged closer, my feet plunging through drifts as high as my knees. Was this a group of travelers we had merely chanced across, a band of minstrels and craftspeople who lived forever on the road? Or had they seen our army and chosen deliberately to follow us? 

	A footstep crunched in the snow behind me, and I whirled. Three cloaked figures were treading in the divots we had left behind in the snow, heads bowed. When one looked up, I recognized Mellicante and felt a pang of annoyance mixed with longing for the companionship of my friends. I could guess who the other two figures were. 

	“What are you doing here?” I called out. 

	“Making sure you don’t get into trouble,” Mellicante shouted back. “The sentries said you’d gone this way, and I didn’t know what you were thinking.” 

	They must have followed me the whole time I walked with Baridya, yet I could not summon up more than a fleeting irritation. “Well, shall we see what this is?” 

	“I don’t think it’s polite to barge into someone’s camp uninvited,” Mellicante called out. 

	“They’ve deliberately camped right alongside our army. That can’t be a coincidence.” 

	Mellicante shook her head. 

	I turned back toward the circle of wagons, still hidden behind dancing curtains of snow. Several steps closer, spots of light began to glow in a line hovering in the air before us. We were nearly upon the wagons before I realized they were Weavers’ crystals strung up on rope that hung from one wagon to the next, the lights leaping wildly about in the gale. Snatches of music rose over the howling storm, along with the smell of roasting meat. 

	I stopped when I reached the edge of the wagons. They had been circled close together, forming a wall that sheltered the space within, and I could see no way through save crawling underneath. 

	“Hello?” I called out, my voice ripped away by the storm. 

	“Is that smart?” Leoth’s voice hissed from right behind me. 

	I flinched but did not turn. “We’re armed and have an entire army behind us. I want to know why these people chose to camp so close.” I raised my voice and shouted another greeting. 

	We waited in silence, the strung-up lights dancing overhead. 

	Eventually the glow of a lantern bobbed toward us from outside the circle of wagons. A straight-backed woman with tight grey curls trudged right up to where we stood and lifted her lantern to illuminate our faces. Then she broke into a grin, the white of her teeth startling against her dark skin. 

	“I know who you are. Queen of magicians, queen of Foxes. You are most welcome here.” 

	I gulped. “How do you know who I am?” 

	“Your army is hard to miss. We were traveling south when we glimpsed you, and allowed our paths to converge while we both traveled the same road. I have seen you many times, riding out at the front of your army. I know that cloak and that hair.” She tilted her chin to me. “And among us travels one who knew you personally. He recognized you at once.” 

	Who could she mean? I had never come across travelers like these before. Was she deceiving me? Yet curiosity won out over caution. My friends and I were all armed; surely these travelers would have attacked us already if they meant us harm.  

	Then something else she had said registered. “You called me ‘queen of Foxes.’ What did you mean by it?” 

	“We prefer to call ourselves Foxes. You might refer to us as forbidden races.” 

	I threw a startled glance at Leoth, but his head was down, his face shadowed by his hood. It was as though he feared they might recognize his forbidden blood from his features alone. 

	“I presume you have met few Foxes in your time in Baylore, my queen. Will you join us for a spell and see us for what we truly are?” 

	“How can we be sure you mean us no harm?” 

	The woman’s eyes widened. “My queen, we would never harm one of our own. You face enough persecution from others.” 

	I was feeling reckless. What did it matter if I died out here? I had set things in motion; my father would continue the fight even if I could not. Perhaps I could simply vanish in the blizzard, never to be found again. 

	“We will join you,” I said firmly. 

	With a growing smile, the woman turned and picked her way back around the wagons, following the same tracks she had created before. Snow was beginning to cling to her hair, but she did not raise her hood. I followed close behind her, and heard the soft crunch of snow as my friends fell into step behind me. 

	Halfway around the circle, we came to a gap in the wagons where a well-trampled path led through the snow. We ducked beneath the hanging lights and slipped between the wagons to find a great canvas tent stretched to fill the space between them. The woman turned to smile at us before pushing back the tent flap. 

	Light spilled onto the snow, and the sound of music and laughter rose in volume. We followed her into the tent, as large as a small house, filled with rugs and hanging tapestries that radiated warmth into the small space. It was as though we had found a patch of summer here in the snow-swept plains. 

	People of all ages filled the space, and a more diverse group I had never seen all in one place. A Weaver played with two dark-skinned children whose hair stuck out in a cloud around their faces; a Braider with a distinctive root-like pattern on his face plucked at a lute; a Curse-Weaver with little scaly protrusions running like bat wings down his back and arms darned a pile of socks; and many others ate and laughed and sang. 

	We stood in the entryway, intruders on this cozy sanctuary, until the woman who had greeted us called for silence. 

	“We have guests,” she announced in a ringing voice. “Our queen is here, and I wish to show her the true warmth of our hospitality.” 

	Every face turned our way. Some of the Makhori gasped, and a few children scampered forward, grabbing at our cloaks with eager fingers. 

	“Welcome, welcome,” the Braider said in a booming voice. Applause followed his words, and one of the musicians shook a tambourine. 

	Our host turned to me. “Come. Make yourselves comfortable. We have hot drinks to ease the cold and many stories to share.” 

	Following her lead, we settled onto pillows. Many still stared at us, but it was a curious stare rather than a hostile one, and I found I did not mind. Baridya accepted a mug of hot spiced rum, which we shared between ourselves. I drank two sips of the sharp, smooth drink, warmth blossoming in my stomach, before I thought to wonder if it had been poisoned. But it was too late to worry about that now. Baridya’s eyes flickered about the tent with wary uncertainty, while Mellicante observed with sharp interest. Leoth and Cal both stared unabashedly from our host to the others who filled the warm space. 

	Once our host rejoined us with a second mug, I asked, “What is this? And why have you invited us in here?” 

	She smiled sadly. “Oh, child, you have been shown nothing but fear for too long. I have known of you since your birth—the Extractor queen who should never have existed, whose forbidden blood changed the course of history—and I was heartbroken to know you would live among those who saw you as nothing but an aberration.” 

	“What else could I be? My power weakens and kills anyone I spend time around. It’s unnatural and dangerous.” 

	She shook her head. “You only believe that because that’s how you were raised. Forbidden races are no different than the other magic races, except that someone decided long ago that we did not belong. We are no more dangerous than Weavers or Flamespinners or Cloudmages, yet we are treated as monsters. In Baylore, that is. Out here, we are one vast community living ever on the road, our traditions richer than any you know. It saddens me to see people like you living in fear and persecution when instead you could have all of this.” She flung her arms wide to indicate the abundance around her.  

	I accepted the mug from Leoth and sipped at the rum, my senses overwhelmed. Most of the others now disregarded us, though a few children had ventured close to watch. Music from the lute and a set of pipes once more filled the space, and a flickering candle gave off the warming scent of honey. 

	“But are there Extractors here?” I dared to ask. “How can they live safely among others?” 

	“Three,” the woman said with a smile. “I will not point them out to you. They sleep alone, and retreat to their tent when we need a respite, but they do not feel excluded. In fact, many of us are jealous of the bond they share.” 

	“What of the other forbidden races?” Leoth asked. I saw his eyes following the Curse-Weaver, his expression reluctant. “You don’t even choose to mute their power for fear of the accidental harm they may cause?” 

	“That’s not how we look at it at all. Almost all magic has consequences, and ours must be managed just like any others. Drifters must cut short their lives to take on healing powers, yet they are seen as healers, not as pitiable creatures with too short a time on this earth. Why can’t Extractors be seen the same way? Though your power lends you incredible stamina, you are seen only for the cost others pay to fuel your strength. We don’t look at it that way.” 

	“What good can the other forbidden races do, then?” Leoth sounded reluctant, as though afraid my friends might guess what we was if he showed too keen an interest, yet he seemed unable to help himself. I gave his knee a brief squeeze, emboldened by the rum. 

	Our host smiled and crossed her legs, smoothing her skirts over her knees. “Oh, you would be amazed to know the half of it. Dark Potioneers are far more powerful than ordinary Potioneers, with a keen sense of inventiveness and an intuitive nature. Curse-Weavers can do great good if they learn to harness the true nature of their curses, rather than allowing fate to work its way. Extractors are legendary warriors, drawing strength from battle while others tire. Braiders can protect those they love by choosing old age as their cause of death. And Snake-Bloods…” 

	A gleam came into her eye, and I had to ask, “What can they do? Apart from transform into snakes?” 

	Her smile widened. “Legend speaks of an age when Snake-Bloods transformed into the mightiest of creatures to roam our earth: Dragons. That knowledge is long since lost, yet still we revere Snake-Bloods for their mighty ancestry.” 

	I could not help but return her smile—much though I doubted that legend, her joy was infectious. My thoughts turned to Kamarri, who advocated so fiercely for the forbidden races yet had chosen to undergo the operation that would remove her power. Had she known this community of forbidden races existed? Would she have chosen differently had she grown up among them? 

	“I have long awaited this day, my queen. We heard word of your army and wished to set eyes on you ourselves. Whispers claim that you hope to do better for our people. I dream of the day when we are treated as full citizens of Itrea, yet that will never happen until people begin to celebrate our abilities rather than fearing the uncertainty of our power.” 

	The music seemed to be growing louder, and I realized the other travelers were gathering near one side of the tent, digging through a cedar chest full of brightly colored cloth and wooden carved figurines. 

	I pulled my attention back to our host. As with Kamarri, she reminded me that I had not spared enough thought for those who had the least. “I’m afraid I won’t have a chance to win justice for our people,” I said softly. “Any mention of the forbidden races reminds people why they hate me. I must think first of my country as a whole. Until I remove the Whitish blight from this land, it isn’t a question of which magic races are treated fairly—it is a question of whether the magic races will be allowed to live at all.” 

	“But what comes after that? Once you win this battle, will you re-forge our kingdom exactly as it was before, with Weavers gaining more wealth and influence by the year while Foxes sit hardly above the dung beetles that burrow in refuse? Or will you try to even the balance, as we should have done many centuries ago?” 

	“I don’t think I will win,” I said baldly. 

	She allowed the subject to drop. Perhaps she realized she had already given me much to ponder. Was I mistaken to focus everything on the war, heedless of what might come next? When I had chosen to burn down my own villages, it had been a conscious decision to prioritize today’s victory over tomorrow’s survival. Because if we did not defeat the Whitish, what would we have left? 

	Yet that now seemed recklessly short-sighted. 

	“At least allow us to show you what could be. No matter what you achieve for us, we honor you for what you are. For what you represent. You are the first person with an openly acknowledged forbidden magic ever to hold power in Baylore.” 

	Now the sounds of musicians tuning their instruments and children laughing fell silent, and I realized the travelers had set up a stage near the side of the tent, with a silken curtain suspended on a rod above several overturned wooden crates. Though the blizzard still raged outside, the howling wind was muffled in here, the cold pushed back. 

	“Come. Watch. But first, I think your friend would like to greet you.” 

	Confused, I unfolded myself from my cushion and carried it closer to the stage. I had just dropped it when a familiar face emerged from a slit in the side of the tent. 

	Ornan. 

	He was the first Extractor I had ever met, other than myself, a man I had saved from death and given a place in my guard. When I had last seen him, he was on his way to the city cells, which would provide him dubious protection against a seething mob. 

	“How are you here?” I breathed. 

	Ornan strode toward me, his smile nervous. “Your lady-in-waiting helped me escape the city cells, Your Majesty. She got me past the guards at the gates and ordered me not to return until the Truthbringers were gone.” He gave me a stiff half-bow, and I clasped his hand in both of mine. 

	“I’m glad to see you safe.” I could think of nothing more to say. The surprise of seeing him so far out of his usual context had thrown me off balance. 

	“And I could say the same for you.” 

	I released his hand and settled to my knees on the cushion, wondering what would come next. As my friends sank to the ground to my right and the lights in the tent dimmed, I studied Ornan out of the corner of my eye. He was thinner than I had ever seen him, his face gaunt, yet I could see no sign of visible injuries. It must have been his stay in the cells that had hollowed him out. When he had first come to me, he had borne the signs of great abuse at the hands of the same horsemen that had captured us on our way to Larkhaven. I hoped he would never have to undergo such torture again. 

	Then our host commanded our attention once more. She stood before the stage, her cloak spilling to the rugs, her face dappled with light from the few Weavers’ lamps that remained lit. 

	“Have you heard the tale of Lord Morvain, the one who dared to rise?” Her voice had taken on a rich, musical tone, the voice of a storyteller. I gave a tiny shake of my head; her words seemed like the opening to a story, not a question that demanded an answer. Morvain was the Makhori who had led an uprising in the Kinship Thrones many centuries past, and Varos had defeated him in the end. It was history long since elevated to legend, and truth had been closely interwoven with embellishment. I knew very little of the tale save that Morvain had fallen in the end. 

	“Born with magic never seen since ere the mountains sealed, Morvain rose quickly as Makhori flooded to his side.” 

	The curtains to the stage parted, and wooden puppets emerged above the crates, carved and painted so intricately they seemed almost alive. 

	She told of how Morvain gathered Makhori to his side with his grand visions of peace and unity, and he made no differentiation between what type of magic his followers could use. Braiders lived alongside Flamespinners, and Cloudmages married Curse-Weavers. The story played out across the stage before us, tiny houses appearing as set pieces, puppets emerging dressed as peasants and nobility and all classes in between. The storyteller described Makhori coming together after centuries of persecution, after being forced to live in secret and in constant fear for their lives, and the beauty this brought to the Kinship Thrones. 

	“They dared to dream and rise again, from ashes and from dust. Our ancestors could still recall a time when magic gave them strength.” 

	Then she told of his military campaign, of how Morvain began to march and fight for the good of his people. Tiny flickers of flame rose from the stage, and clouds of multicolored smoke enveloped the puppets. Dragons swept overhead, glittering red and fashioned from metal with hundreds of tiny joints, their movements fluid and sinuous. 

	Flames wreathed several of the miniature houses, and though I knew she had not intended to make the comparison to what I had done, my throat went dry. Magic and non-magic people alike agreed that Morvain had gone too far in his pursuit of justice for the magic races. He had taken an honorable fight and twisted it, driven by bloodlust or madness. 

	Was I following his path?

	I lost the thread of the story there, unable to take my eyes from the tiny burning houses. They must have been treated by some sort of flame retardant, because the set-pieces themselves did not seem to catch fire. Yet smoke rose in a small column, and the smell overwhelmed me, tightening my stomach and plunging me back into dark memories. Instead of the storyteller’s voice, I heard children screaming; instead of the puppets, I saw roof after roof devoured by hungry flames. 

	“And thus Itrea was founded,” the woman said, tugging me back to the present. The small fires winked out, leaving behind no sign of damage, and the curtains slid closed over the stage. “Morvain lost that battle, yet his passion and vision had set fire to the Makhori who still lived. It was because of Morvain that the First Fleet sailed to Larkhaven. He had taught them they could do more than accept their abuse, and they dared to dream of a future where Makhori and non-Makhori lived side by side. 

	“And they succeeded. They created a nation fairer and more peaceful than any in the Kinship Thrones, and we prospered. All but the Foxes.

	“What was done once can be done again, oh queen of magicians. As you march to war, think what you are fighting for. We fight not to live, but to keep that which is dearest to us. Our homes. Our freedom. Our right to live in a world that wishes to erase us.” 

	Silence fell, and I realized the story was finished. I uncrossed my legs and clambered stiffly to my feet. “Thank you for your hospitality. You have given us much to think about. But I must return before I am missed.” 

	“It was an honor to speak with you, my queen.” 

	The performers were emerging from behind the stage, and they formed an uneven line before bowing to us. Cal and Baridya clapped, and after a minute’s pause, Leoth and Mellicante did the same. 

	Ornan stood to my left, and he gave me a tiny bow when I looked his way. 

	“Do you plan to stay with these people?” 

	“I do, Your Majesty. Unless you would send me elsewhere. They are traveling south to King’s Port to avoid the fighting, and I think that will be the safest place for me just now.” 

	I forced a smile. “I agree. I am so sorry I left you in the cells, Ornan. I could think of no way to keep you safe.” 

	“I don’t blame you, Your Majesty. I thought you were dead.” 

	Our host followed us to the tent entrance. “Two days from now, you will come across an inn beside the road. This belongs to a firm ally of ours. He is expecting you, and wishes to honor you with a celebration. I hope you will allow it.” 

	“I…” What sort of barbarian would I seem, to celebrate the ravaging of peaceful villages? 

	But was that not the image I wished to paint? 

	I swallowed. “I will. Thank you.” 

	Seized by an overpowering urge to leave that tent and the reminder of how much evil I had wrought, I tugged back the flap and waded into the snow. Only then did I realize how warm it had been inside, as the blizzard assaulted me once more. I began shivering fiercely as I trudged through the gap in the wagons and back toward our army. The remnants of our footprints showed the way through the blinding white storm, and these were nearly faded to nothing, smoothed by wind and filled by new snow. 

	“Will you come to our tent and spend time with us?” Baridya asked as we neared the great column of my army. The tents were half-buried in the snow, melting into the landscape as though they were merely odd bumps on the road. 

	“I can’t,” I said harshly. “I’ve spent too much time around you already. And with Ornan nearby too, you could collapse any moment now.” 

	Even now, speaking of my deepest flaw shamed me. I marched away from my friends as fast as I could through the deepening snow, aching with loneliness yet desperate to get away from those I loved most. 

	My tent was cold and empty. The blankets remained as I had left them, bunched in a heap, and air smelled of mildew and frost. It was still only midafternoon, too early to sleep, so I sat cross-legged and piled every blanket around my shoulders. Even that was not enough to take the edge off the cold. My breath hung before me in silvery mist, and the sides of the tent shuddered with each blast of wind. I wished I had a book to distract me. Sitting here alone, I had far too much space for thoughts. 

	Did those travelers know what I had done? Surely they did—they could not have crossed paths with my army without coming across the villages I had burned down. Had they drawn the comparison with Morvain deliberately? Did they mean to unsettle me, or were they showing support for my ruthlessness? 

	Did they think of Morvain as a hero? 

	I could not make sense of it. And the deeper I sank into these tangled thoughts, the more I began to doubt my own convictions. Was I losing my mind? Morvain had believed wholeheartedly in the rightness of his campaign, or so I imagined. Was my humanity shredding, my sense of right and wrong growing more warped by the day, until one day I died like he did, at the hands of one later deemed the world’s savior? 

	When the door of my tent rustled, I flinched. I had stiffened into a half-numb block, hugging my knees beneath the mountain of blankets, unable to feel my fingers or toes. 

	“Who is it?” I asked softly. Perhaps the wind had merely changed direction. 

	“May I come in?” Leoth’s voice was unmistakable. 

	“I suppose.” 

	He ducked through the entrance and tied the flap tightly closed behind him. I raised my eyes dully to his face—his cheeks were red from the cold, his black hair dusted with snow. “Are you not tired?” 

	“It’s been hours!” he protested. “If you had drained me before—which I hadn’t noticed in any case—I’ve long since recovered.” 

	“Oh.” 

	Leoth brushed snow from his cloak, which did not melt when it fell in clumps on my rugs. The air was no warmer than outside. Then he took a few steps nearer to me and sat, so close we were almost touching. Even with him inside, the tent still felt cavernous. 

	“You’re half-frozen! How are you still alive?” Leoth crawled closer and wrapped an arm around my waist, and I leaned gratefully into his warmth, the many layers of blankets pillowed between us. 

	“This is how it always is for me. Sleeping alone every night.” I tried not to let resentment stain my voice. “I didn’t realize how deep the cold went until we felt the warmth of the Foxes’ tent.” 

	“I wish I could do something for you. Maybe we could buy an enchanted tapestry from them.” 

	“No. Leave it be. I’ll survive.” I sighed. “Why are you here?” 

	Leoth pulled me closer. “I saw your face after the play finished. What were you thinking?” 

	I had to confess. If I was losing my way, maybe Leoth could pull me back. “I’m afraid I’m turning into Morvain. What if I’m wrong? What if I’ve gone too far?” 

	“The way the travelers told his story, it seemed he was a true hero, maligned by history.” 

	“I saw only burning towns.” 

	“Oh, Kalleah.” Leoth stroked my hair with a gossamer touch, and I shivered. “This isn’t what you will be remembered for. It’s only a necessary step along the way to victory.” 

	“Or defeat. And if we lose Baylore, our actions will look even more unforgivable in the face of our failure.” 

	“Don’t think of that now.” Leoth continued stroking my hair, and I wished I could pull warmth from him the same way I pulled energy. “Think of why we are doing this. What future would you build, if you could?” 

	I shook my head, and his hand stilled. “I don’t know. Everything I can imagine ends with the Whitish army dashing us to pieces. I can’t see Baylore getting through this. I can imagine our city in ruins, our people fleeing, and I can see the Whitish torturing and enslaving our Makhori. I can see no future beyond that. No future where we control our own fate.” 

	“No. I can’t believe that. If we have no hope, why are we even fighting?” 

	I had no answer to that. “But you’d rather flee to King’s Port than risk yourself in a hopeless battle.” 

	“It’s not myself I’d be risking. It’s you.” 

	“I don’t believe that.” I pushed his hand lightly off my hair and moved a fraction away from him, so I could see his face. “Do you still feel anything for me, or are you disgusted by what I’ve done?”

	“Kalleah.” His voice broke, and he did not meet my eyes. “I love you more than I could say. It is because of this that I must not be with you.” He dared a look my way, and I saw naked longing in his dark gaze. “You really don’t see it, do you? How much of a liability I am? If people learned the truth and realized how thoroughly I had deceived them, they would think you were complicit. It would undo everything you are trying to accomplish. And that’s not the only secret I’ve kept hidden.” 

	“What?” I breathed. “What is it?” My mind went in a hundred directions at once, but none seemed likely. 

	“I’m not a Reycoran at all, Kalleah. My father has no royal blood.” 

	“What do you mean?” 

	“He’s a bastard, not a true son of our grandfather. After your father, our grandfather could bear no other child. Your father was sickly, and our grandfather was afraid he wouldn’t live to adulthood, so he needed another child to secure his line. His first wife died, and he remarried, but still he bore no child, so he knew it was his fault. So he sent his wife to lie with another, in secret, and thus my father was born.” 

	Leoth’s words rang hollow in my ears. This was the exact story my father had told me, only in reverse. He had claimed Olleack was the true-born heir while he was a bastard. 

	“I had no real claim on the throne, and nor did my father. When I challenged your claim, I knew how thin a thread we walked. If this ever came to light…” Leoth sighed. “And if people learned of both my forbidden blood and my illegitimacy, they would lose faith in the entire monarchy. Now can you see why I must stay away from Baylore, and most of all from you? I don’t want to corrupt your reign with my secrets and lies.” 

	 “Leoth,” I breathed. “That must be where our forbidden blood comes from. Don’t you see? The Reycoran line never intermarried with the forbidden races. But my father told me he was conceived in the same way your father was. Two wives, each sworn to secrecy, each sent to lie with another to conceive an heir.” 

	“What? Are you saying your father is illegitimate as well?” 

	“Yes. That’s what he told me.” 

	Leoth’s eyes widened. “Did you know, then? About me?” 

	“I thought I was the pretender, and you were the real heir.” 

	We stared at each other. 

	“This was no accident,” I said at last. “Someone deliberately seeded forbidden blood into the Reycoran line—twice.”

	“Why?” 

	I shook my head. “I have no idea. Maybe they hated our family, and wanted to see us fall. Or maybe they hoped to destabilize the entire monarchy. I doubt we’ll ever know. But it’s too unlikely to be a coincidence. When you told me once, long ago, that you had a secret that could mean your ruin if it ever came to light, I searched for your birth records to see if I could find any trace of scandal. But we found only a piece of paper with your family’s details torn cleanly through the middle. Your records were destroyed, or perhaps hidden. I don’t know if we’ll ever learn the truth.” 

	“I’ve never seen it,” he said dully. “I didn’t try looking. I knew I was false and tainted, and that was enough.” 

	“Oh, Leoth.” I reached for his hand, surprised to find his fingers warm where mine were icy. I expected him to snatch his hand away, yet instead he threaded his fingers through mine and gripped me tight. “What if we can keep these secrets hidden? Our ancestry has never come to light in all these years, and we can bring that knowledge to the pyre.”

	“People will discover that I’m a—a Curse-Weaver.” His voice faltered. “The Truthbringers will make sure of it.” 

	“What if we hide you? What if we pretend Prince Leoth fled to King’s Port and disguise you as a common soldier?” 

	Leoth laughed softly. “Do you want me to lead your army, or do you want me to be yours alone, a secret lover no one else recognizes? I can’t be both. As a leader of your army, my downfall won’t be blamed on you. As a secret lover, no one needs to know my identity. But as both your lover and your military leader, my fate will be too tightly wrapped with yours. Any shame that comes upon me will stain you as well.” 

	I shivered with pleasure at the way he spoke so openly of becoming my lover. “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I just know I want you. With me, by my side. I know I’m selfish, but I can’t lose you.” 

	I slid my arms around him and burrowed into his embrace, my cheek pressed against his warm neck. He hugged me close and kissed the top of my head, and for the first time in quarters, I felt whole. 

	“What if we were discreet?” I murmured. “What if you continued to lead my army, and we kept this part of our lives secret? You know I can’t marry, because of what I am. I’ll never bear a child, and I can’t live with a partner. But why deny ourselves—”

	I broke off, because someone was tugging at the ties outside my tent. Leoth disentangled himself from my embrace and crawled away just in time for Mellicante, Baridya, and Cal to stumble in with a gust of snow. 

	“What are you doing here?” My voice was breathless, and I clutched my blankets tighter around my shoulders to disguise my embarrassment. 

	“Did we interrupt something?” Mellicante asked drily. 

	“No, of course not. But—” I could feel my cheeks reddening. 

	“We wanted to talk to you after—after meeting those travelers,” Baridya said. “We felt awful leaving you alone. We came as quickly as we deemed it safe.” 

	Uninvited, my friends settled onto furs on the floor of my tent, burying their hands in their cloaks for warmth. 

	“There was a Flamespinner among them,” Cal observed. “And a Weaver. Those travelers weren’t just the forbidden races. Others chose to live among them, when they didn’t have to.” 

	“Because they’re not just fugitives,” I said. “They have a whole way of life we know nothing about, and there’s no reason why others might not choose to share it. It seems they don’t see the forbidden races as dangerous or even different from the other magic races.” I hadn’t thought about it until I said it, but that made all the difference. 

	“We also agreed that what you’re doing is—is necessary,” Baridya said hesitantly. “I knew it all along, but I hated it. And you did it anyway.”

	“I have to say, it was a revelation seeing Morvain portrayed as a hero,” Mellicante said. “Even the Makhori histories don’t show it that way. But maybe his brutality was justified. Maybe he never would’ve had a chance otherwise.” 

	“But he lost,” I said. I didn’t really want to think about this any longer. “He resorted to brutal measures and turned non-Makhori even more firmly against magic, and what did he accomplish? Nothing.” 

	“He gave our ancestors the impetus to leave the Kinship Thrones,” Mellicante said. “To found their own nation.” 

	“Yes, and should we emulate him? Where will we flee to, when Itrea is no longer ours?” 

	None of my friends replied. 

	“Maybe you’re destined to fight,” Leoth said, with a quirk in his mouth. “Did you hear her say Extractors are legendary warriors?” 

	“Well, that only matters if they’re good enough to stay alive until the rest of the army starts tiring,” I said wryly. 

	Our talk turned to lighter things, and gradually the weight I had carried since Embrill began to lift. Yes, this war had driven me onto a cruel path, but the decisions I made did not define me. I did not burn villages in revenge, as Morvain had, but because I had weighed the cost and found this preferable to the alternative. Though every town and village I burned would tear at me, I could endure it with my friends by my side. Especially if Leoth stayed here. Especially…

	I threw him a sidelong glance, weighted with significance, and he gave me a warm smile, his eyes sparkling. Baridya watched us with curiosity.  

	At last my friends were forced to leave my tent, yawning and stretching. They left behind a pocket of warmth that eased the ache in my bones. I sighed and curled on my side beneath the mounded blankets, content. I could endure. 

	 

	 

	
15

	An Ally

	 

	 The blizzard eased overnight, but the clear sky had frozen the top of the snow to an icy crust, which lay in uneven drifts across the ground, some deeper than my knees. The camp cooks prepared breakfast from within the shelter of their tents, and we started down the road just as the first sunlight touched the fences nearby. I scanned the hills for any sign of the Foxes’ camp as we passed, but they were long gone. Only a ring of trampled snow remained. 

	Though the road itself had vanished beneath the snow, we could find the way by following the intermittent fences marking the edge of farm fields. When these tapered off, tall poles marked the road. We traveled along the southernmost reaches of Baylore Valley, where fertile, low-lying farmland gave way to untamed plains and, beyond that, the Southern Waste. From our vantage, only rippling snow stretched before us, dimpled occasionally by stone walls or cairns or piles of cuttings. 

	We saw the inn the Foxes had spoken of long before we reached it. The building towered over the roadside, three stories tall and built from wood and stone, more of a country manor than an inn. The owner greeted us warmly, saying his friends had told him to expect us, and I wondered uncomfortably if he knew the truth about our attacks on Embrill and Golden Heights. For now, at least, it seemed I was still a symbol of hope. 

	I was given the largest suite in the inn, perched on the third story with views over the plains from two expansive glass windows, and a footman who looked like the innkeeper’s son fetched water for my bath. Looking in the mirror, I hardly recognized myself beneath the filth. It had been quarters since I last bathed, and the stream that followed the road was trapped beneath a layer of ice, so I had not even been able to wash my face. Every scrap of water we lifted from holes in the ice went for cooking and drinking. 

	When I climbed from my bath at last, my limbs turned soft and limp from the warmth, the sun had set. I changed into the cleaner of my two pairs of travel clothes, soft deerskin leggings and a loose shirt, and scrubbed mud from my boots. Then I ventured downstairs to find the dining room transformed. The tables had been cleared to the side, and a troupe of musicians plucked at lutes and harps as they warmed up. 

	I spotted Mellicante and hurried to her side. “What is this?” I asked in alarm. 

	She grimaced. “Those travelers did warn us. The innkeeper wants to celebrate your visit, remember?” 

	“I thought we would enjoy a nice dinner—something discreet! This looks like we’re about to celebrate Midwinter, with dancing and music and feasting and all of that.” 

	“I know. I was surprised, too. But maybe it’s for the best. Your whole army needs a bit of cheer. You haven’t exactly been giving them motivational speeches lately.” 

	I pushed aside a twinge of guilt. “Think what our enemies will say if they hear word of this! I can see the headlines of the Baylore Daily now—Demon Queen Celebrates Brutal Town Massacres.” 

	“It will make your charade more convincing,” Mellicante said wryly. “Anyway, I doubt word will spread that far.” 

	“I don’t know. I still feel as though there are spies watching us everywhere we go.” I folded my arms. “What scares me more than anything is how I’m supposed to convince my people I’m on their side if we actually manage to take Baylore. Why would they turn around and support a murderous invader? They’ll probably beg Whitland to protect them from my evil influence.” 

	“Unless the Truthbringers have already started killing off the magic races.” 

	I shook my head. “I don’t think they’d be that stupid. Right now, I’ve given my people a perfect excuse to trust the Truthbringers. They’ll think Whitland is their savior. The last thing the Truthbringers will want to do is betray that trust. They’ll turn on the magic races later, once I’m gone and there’s no one left to challenge them.” I paused. “Though I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve already started rounding up the forbidden races.” 

	Baridya joined us at that moment, so we fell silent. 

	“Shall we find a table?” she asked tentatively. 

	“I think the point was for us not to sit,” Mellicante said, and Baridya elbowed her in the ribs. 

	As I scanned the generals and soldiers beginning to gather in corners of the room, I spotted Leoth sitting with Cal, Nyla, and Viko at a table near the back. We cut our way across the cleared floor to join them; Leoth and Viko were already halfway through goblets of wine, and both Nyla and Viko had scrounged up nicer clothes. Nyla even wore rouge and kohl—she looked very pretty in a gown of deep green, with her red hair tumbling down her back and her eyes bright with excitement, and despite her youth, she was drawing the gazes of many soldiers. Viko wore a poet shirt, the laces loose to show a slice of his chest, paired with tight black leggings and a red belt. He seemed to delight in the looks he was receiving. 

	Only a small fraction of my army would fit into this hall, yet beyond the folding glass-paned doors, I glimpsed lanterns and movement from my camp outside. When a pair of men carried a barrel through the doors into the snow, I realized the innkeeper was supplying my soldiers with the makings of their own celebration.  

	Viko grinned at us as we took our seats. “I think my favorite part of this is the bath I had earlier.”

	“You seem to be enjoying the wine as well,” Mellicante said sharply. 

	“As would you, if you tasted it.” 

	Platters of food made their rounds, and despite my lingering unease, I had to admit the food was superb. There were chestnuts and fine cheeses and bread hot from the oven, and even oranges and pears and greens that should have long since spoiled in the winter frosts. When I asked the innkeeper about these, he said, “Have you heard of the Great Southern Road, Your Majesty?” 

	I glance at Leoth in shock. “The one to King’s Port?” 

	“The very same.” The innkeeper inclined his head. “When Prince Leoth traveled to King’s Port to negotiate the start of the project, we heard estimates that it would take ten years. Then the governor of King’s Port heard whispers of enemy ships sailing for Larkhaven, and he decided Baylore would need a trade partner as soon as possible if Larkhaven was in danger.” 

	I stared at the innkeeper, disbelieving. “So…the road surely can’t be finished yet, can it?”

	“Not finished, but enough is in place for traders to pass through. Those of us living in the southern towns have been avoiding Baylore of late and sending our merchants south instead. It’s not as if we have much a choice, with Baylore closing its gates and turning away most merchant caravans.” 

	“How is that even possible?” Leoth asked. 

	“I haven’t seen it myself, but reports describe a pair of wagon ruts running alongside the Elygian River from Sumarin all the way south to King’s Port. The actual road is coming together piece by piece, but in the meantime, the tracks are enough to keep trade flowing.” 

	Excitement flooding me, I reached for Leoth’s hand under the table and squeezed it. He grinned at me. 

	“This could be the answer,” I said softly. “If we can send for aid through King’s Port, an army could march north to rescue us. King’s Port trades with all nine of the Kinship Thrones, and the merchants they trade with might be more willing to fight against Whitland than the more reputable ones we wrote to before.” 

	“And once we capture Baylore, we could send for more supplies before the Whitish surround us,” Leoth said. “In fact, we can order goods now, and they might reach us just as we reclaim Baylore!” 

	“Imagine if the Cheltish army sailed against Whitland,” Baridya said. “That would be a sight to see.” 

	“Or the great Varrilan army,” Leoth said. “They’re legendary in battle.” 

	“You’re all dreaming,” Mellicante said flatly. “Who would challenge Whitland on our behalf? Even their enemies are probably pleased to know Whitland is focusing its attention elsewhere for the moment. As long as Whitish troops are tied up here, they’re safe. Why would they want to get involved with something that doesn’t affect them?” 

	“Many of the thrones rely on our trade of magical goods,” Baridya said. 

	“That’s stretching the truth,” Mellicante said. “Weaver-made items are a luxury in the Kinship Thrones. No one relies on them.” 

	“Maybe someone has been waiting for the chance to fight Whitland on foreign soil,” Leoth said. “They’ll seize the opportunity to destabilize the empire without turning their own kingdom into a battleground.” 

	I turned to the innkeeper. “Do you see many merchants and builders from the great southern road?”

	“Fewer now that it’s winter, but they’re still arriving. We’re not on the main trade route between King’s Port and Baylore, so I hadn’t expected to see any. I suppose with Baylore’s gates closed, the merchants need to spread out to find a similar level of business.” 

	“In that case, would you pass a message on to the next person bound for King’s Port? See that it reaches a man named Ricardin. He’s the governor’s ambassador.” 

	“Easily done, Your Majesty. King’s Port is firmly on your side, and they would welcome news of your whereabouts.” 

	I gave him a strained smile. Would they still feel that way once rumors of my army burning down undefended villages filtered south? 

	When the innkeeper moved on, my friends and I put our heads together. 

	“So the Truthbringers’ lies haven’t spread this far south,” Baridya said. “That’s good news, at least.” 

	“I suppose,” I said. 

	“The road is a stroke of good fortune,” Leoth said, “regardless of what we make of it. Even if we have to work through messengers and our trade takes three times as long, this means we haven’t lost our only port.” 

	“Maybe it’s time for us to mobilize the full pirate fleet and launch an attack on Whitland,” Mellicante said drily. “They wouldn’t be expecting that, at least.”

	I laughed. “And by the time they hear about it, they’ll be sitting on the throne in Baylore. Maybe they’ll decide they like the climate better here, and they won’t bother re-conquering Whitland. Then we can swap kingdoms.” 

	Leoth snorted. “Of all the Kinship Thrones, Whitland is the one I’d least want to swap for.” 

	“It has good farmland,” Baridya said. “And mountains, even if they don’t bother going in them. I’d much rather have Whitland than Varrival or Kohlmarsh or Northreach. They’d all be dreadful places to live.” 

	“Says the one who always plays Chelt and conquers Whitland before bothering with her own lands,” Mellicante teased. 

	And all at once, I felt as though we were back in Larkhaven, passing a cheerful evening together before the world came crashing down around us. 

	Our goblets of wine were re-filled, this time with a light, fruity wine from the southern reaches of Baylore Valley, and I found I did have an appetite after all. 

	“What’s the first thing you’ll do when we get back to the palace?” Leoth asked us as he sampled his way around a platter of cheeses. 

	“Bury myself in those lovely enchanted tapestries,” I said, wrapping my arms around my chest and shivering for effect. “I haven’t been properly warm since we left Larkhaven.” 

	Leoth chuckled. 

	“What about you?” 

	He popped another square of cheese into his mouth and pretended to think hard. “To be honest, I’d probably saddle up my favorite horse and escape the city for a good gallop.” 

	We all laughed at this. 

	“Royalty is wasted on you,” I said. “What about you two?”

	“I just want to see if Deance remembers who I am,” Baridya said. She and Deance had become my ladies-in-waiting soon after my coronation, and for a while, they were inseparable. “I thought she was the closest friend I’d ever have, but so much has changed since I left Baylore.” 

	“Do you regret it?” I asked. 

	Baridya glanced at Mellicante. “No, not one bit.” She elbowed Mellicante. “Your turn.” 

	“To be honest, I don’t miss the palace at all.” 

	I raised my eyebrows at Mellicante. “Really? I would never have guessed.” 

	She laughed. “But I don’t regret becoming your advisor, of course. It’s been much more interesting out here than it would have been if I’d stayed in the city.” 

	That was an understatement. 

	“Anyway, it’s not like I lost any business in the meantime. With trade shut down, the merchants will be hurting—if they haven’t already packed up and moved to Chelt.” 

	Someone kept topping up my wine glass, and though I knew it was dangerous to let my guard down, I welcomed the chance to let go of my bitter thoughts just this once. Our voices were growing louder as a comfortable fuzziness lodged itself in my head, and I began edging toward Leoth, craving the intimacy I had snatched so fleetingly two days past. 

	“That’s what we should do,” Leoth said, raising his goblet for emphasis. “Let’s pack everyone onto a few ships and hide out until Whitland gets bored of Itrea. They don’t even eat millet in Whitland, I don’t think—they won’t be able to figure out how to feed themselves.” 

	“I hope they piss themselves when they see the trees moving,” Baridya said. “Sweet seducer, I’d pay to watch that.”

	Mellicante snorted. “I’m sure we could arrange that. Dakolth is right over there.”

	We all looked over to see Dakolth sitting in a corner with Kamarri, both wearing grim expressions and hunched over steaming pewter mugs. 

	“Oh, look, they’re dancing!” Baridya said. 

	She was right—the musicians had struck up a vaguely familiar tune, and couples were taking to the cleared floor in the middle of the dining hall. As both men and women still wore trousers and shirts, it looked a bit funny, especially the turns that were meant to showcase the women’s twirling skirts. More than one pair of men or women danced together, which I had never seen in Baylore Palace, save in jest. 

	“That’s not something I miss about the palace,” I said drily. “Gods, there’s nothing worse than pretending you’re interested in some pimply youth talking about his hunting dogs for an hour—while also trying not to trip and fall on your face.” 

	“You’re a very good dancer,” Baridya said. 

	“That’s because I only allow people to drag me out for the dances I know. All five of them. Anyway, that does nothing to improve the visages of my partners.” 

	She giggled. 

	Cal and Nyla had been sitting near our table in silence for the past half-hour, but Cal abruptly jumped to his feet and asked Nyla to join him for a dance. He was red-faced, likely from the wine, and Nyla blushed just as deeply when she acquiesced. 

	“You might have offended Calden, Your Majesty,” Baridya said in a loud whisper. 

	I laughed. “I’m sure he’ll get over it. Anyway, he’s a very handsome youth, and much better company than most royalty.” 

	Our goblets were refilled, this time with a blood-red wine from the western slopes of Baylore Valley, and I felt bold enough to slide a hand onto Leoth’s thigh. I thought I could feel his muscles through the leather of his trousers. He gave me a roguish sideways look, and it took all my self-control not to kiss him in front of everyone. Viko had slipped away at some point, and I could not see him among the dancers; it was just the four of us at the table now, as it had been so many times before. 

	Baridya yawned widely, hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I don’t know if it’s you or the wine, but I’m just about to fall asleep at the table.” 

	I grimaced. I had spent too much time around my friends, but this was such a welcome escape that I didn’t want it to end. 

	“Maybe you should get up and dance a bit too,” Leoth said. “There are plenty of men out there pining for a partner.” 

	“I’ll save you from that indignity,” Mellicante said. She jumped to her feet and held out a hand for Baridya, who followed her onto the dance floor with as much grace as always. 

	Leoth leaned back in his chair. “Are they a couple?” 

	“Yes. Haven’t you noticed?” 

	“No. It’s…not something we talk about much about at court. I know common women can wed other women, and the same with men, but in the palace, it’s a bit scandalous. Like someone having an affair. Maybe we have an inkling, but we ignore it because it’s impolite to bring attention to it.” 

	“Well, don’t you start treating them that way,” I warned. “They’re my dearest friends, and I don’t want them to feel uncomfortable around you.” I watched them as they swept around the dance floor, eyes locked together. I had known Baridya was a good dancer, but Mellicante was surprisingly competent as well. 

	“Of course not,” Leoth said. 

	After watching the dancers for a while longer, I realized I had spent more time than was safe in Leoth’s company. “Shouldn’t you stay away from me as well?” I asked lightly. 

	“I’m not tired yet. Something about the music and the wine and the company.” He smiled sideways at me. “Did you want to dance?” 

	“I’ll need a bit more wine for that.” 

	When the server came by our table once more, Leoth whispered something, and our goblets were refilled with a delicious strawberry mead. What was more, the next song was a Camorae, my favorite dance. 

	“Your Majesty. Would you do me the honor?” Leoth’s voice was silky and seductive—it was the same voice I had fallen in love with back in Baylore Palace, the deception that had become too real. 

	I drained my goblet and rose, leaning on Leoth’s arm to keep my balance. The room spun slightly, but once we found our footing, I was swept along with the dance, graceful despite my intoxication. 

	“You look beautiful,” Leoth murmured. 

	“So do you.” 

	Then we both laughed, because we were still wearing our travel-stained, threadbare clothes, and I had tied my hair back in a simple peasant’s braid which was still damp from my bath. 

	Leoth’s hand on my waist drew me closer, until only a hand’s breath separated our faces. We were nearly equal in height, and I stared at his eyes as though I’d never seen them before. They were so rich and dark, and with everything else spinning dizzyingly around me, they kept me anchored. 

	“I never want to lose you,” I whispered. “I’m afraid.” 

	“Why?” 

	“Because everyone I love turns on me in the end. Or they get hurt.” 

	Leoth let out a breath. “No. That’s not true. You’re afraid of letting yourself care about anyone else, aren’t you?” 

	“I was, but I messed up. I let myself get attached to Baridya and Mellicante and Cal…and you.” 

	We spun in a slow circle, drifting toward the edge of the dance floor. The doors were open, and light spilled onto the trampled snow outside. 

	“That’s not a mistake,” Leoth said. “If you don’t care for anyone, what does Itrea even mean to you? What’s the point of saving a country full of people you hate?” 

	“I don’t hate any of them. Not even the ones who threw eggs at me. But that’s the point—I can’t care about any one person if I need to put my country first. It’s too hard to choose between someone dear to me and the abstract idea of whatever Itrea means to me.” 

	“Is that why you allowed me into your life originally?” Leoth asked. “Because you knew we couldn’t be together? It was the perfect excuse to keep your distance.” 

	I didn’t want to talk about this—didn’t want Leoth to see right through me. In my agitation, I tripped and fell forward into his arms. 

	“That was deliberate, wasn’t it?” he teased, his voice soft and seductive once more. His arms tightened around me. 

	Even when I straightened, he did not release me. 

	“Leoth, stay with me. Please.” 

	His warmth enveloped me, and the room was such a blur that nothing mattered except the two of us, the way my heart fluttered against my ribs. Impulsively, I closed the distance between us and kissed him hard on the mouth. 

	For one blissful moment, Leoth sank into the kiss, and I forgot everything else. 

	Then he broke away. 

	“What—” 

	“Everyone can see us,” Leoth said urgently. “Think of what they’ll say. Didn’t we decide we would be discreet? I love you, Kalleah, but I don’t want to mess this up again. Don’t jeopardize your kingdom for me.” 

	Though a part of me knew he was only holding me to what we had agreed, it still landed like a blow—a second betrayal. I had thrown myself at him like a commoner, and he had pushed me away. 

	As I had known he would. 

	Tearing myself from my arms, I stormed away before he could see how deeply he had hurt me. I leaned on the wall for balance as I hunted down my room, at the top of two flights of stairs and down the far end of the hall, and slammed the door behind me for good measure. 

	Once I had flung myself onto my bed and stared disconsolately at the dark ceiling for several minutes, reality intruded into my drunkenness, and I sobered quickly. 

	Leoth was right. I could not sacrifice my kingdom because I loved him. If he thought his secrets could ruin my chances of holding Itrea together, I had to be careful. We had to step very softly if we planned to be together. 

	And our relationship was nothing but an indulgence on my part. It would not change what I had to do—the sacrifices I had to make for my country. It was good that Leoth set me straight now, before I did something I regretted. 

	Loneliness settled like boulder atop me. This was my destiny—this darkened room, this isolation, while others laughed and danced and forgot it all. 

	 

	In the morning, I wrote the letter that my mind had been subconsciously working away at all night. 

	 

	To the esteemed ambassador, Ricardin of King’s Port, 

	 

	I received word that work on the great southern road proceeds much faster than we could have imagined. This brings us great hope, for we are soon to lose Larkhaven and will have no other means of supplying Baylore through the winter. Our trade routes are currently closed by order of the Truthbringers ruling Baylore, and I imagine the city suffers for it. 

	War is coming to Itrea, and it will surely affect King’s Port even if fighting does not touch your shores. If you value our friendship and alliance, I have three requests to make of your governor. Please pass on my regards as well. 

	1. We are badly outmatched against the Whitish army. If you have any means of requesting help from the Kinship Thrones or providing assistance yourselves, we would be eternally in your debt. 

	2. I hope we can depend on King’s Port to supply Baylore throughout our war with Whitland. The great road is only the start of what I hope can become a lasting alliance that benefits both parties. 

	3. If you hear word of my supposed insanity or any supposedly evil acts carried out by my army, please trust that these are part of our plan to reclaim Baylore. Our chances of success are slim, so we have seized on a desperate plan. We have no other recourse. 

	I hope this missive reaches you safely and does not fall into the wrong hands. 

	Keep safe, and do not let your guard down. Whitland has planned its takeover well. I doubt King’s Port will escape unscathed. 

	 

	With warm wishes, 

	Queen Kalleah and Prince Leoth 

	 

	Though I was embarrassed to see Leoth after last night, I asked him to sign the missive as well. We had both been involved in the start of the project, and our cooperation might convince Ricardin—and, through him, the governor of King’s Port—that we were in dire straits. 

	When Leoth said, “I’m sorry about last night,” I gave him an imperious smile. I could not afford to care too deeply about his rejection. 

	“You’re doing it again,” he said, eyes dark with sadness. “Kalleah, I don’t—” 

	“Thank you for your help.” I tugged the letter from his table and strode briskly away. 

	When I ventured downstairs, I knew at once something was wrong. 

	The innkeeper stood by the door with his arms folded over his chest—I hadn’t noticed until that moment how much his muscles bulged. He looked more like a palace guard than a simple innkeeper. My father and most of the generals were clustered just outside the doorway, looking grim, and when they spotted me, they stood at attention. 

	“Your Majesty,” the innkeeper growled. “I received word of a very interesting turn of events this morning.”

	“Yes?” I asked warily. I still clutched the missive, the ink from Leoth’s name running slightly. 

	“It seems you forcefully evicted the residents of Golden Heights and burned their homes to the ground.” 

	“It’s true. But we had no choice—it’s our only chance of standing against Whitland.” 

	“I fail to see how terrorizing your own countrymen will win the war. Are you planning to burn my inn as well, now that you’ve availed yourselves of my stores?” 

	“No, of course not.” 

	The innkeeper’s expression darkened. “Well, in that case, I humbly request that you make yourselves scarce. Immediately. I don’t have the weapons to challenge your army, Your Majesty, but I pray it won’t come to that.” 

	I nodded sharply. “At once. I hope one day you understand the sacrifices we have made for Itrea.” 

	The innkeeper grunted. 

	Pulse racing, I swept back up the stairs before my anger got the better of me. So much for his offer to help deliver the missive to King’s Port. I would have to spare my own soldiers for the task. 

	Leoth caught my arm in the hallway. “Is something wrong?” 

	I tugged away from him. “The innkeeper heard what we did to Golden Heights. We are no longer welcome here.” 

	I retreated to my room, leaving Leoth standing stock-still in the middle of the hallway. 
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	It was a sober procession that took to the road in mid-morning. Most of my army had overindulged the previous night, but it was regret at the innkeeper’s change of tone that disheartened me most, not the aftereffects of alcohol. We’d had time to grow accustomed to our task, to pretend burning houses was just another military exercise, yet the innkeeper’s reaction renewed the horror I had tried to bury. 

	Baridya sidled up to me in the late morning—we were both walking in an attempt to keep warm, our feet hardly sinking through the solid crust atop the snow—and said, “So. I saw you kiss Prince Leoth last night. Is there something between the two of you?” 

	“I was drunk,” I said peevishly. 

	“The way you two act sometimes…” She glanced sideways at me. “I just don’t understand. I thought he betrayed you. I thought he nearly cost you the throne. But ever since he joined us in Larkhaven, you two act as though you have some sort of understanding. Not like enemies.” 

	“He made a mistake, and I forgave him once he explained why. He is a valuable ally, and I don’t wish to antagonize him.” 

	“He is very handsome.” A sly smile tugged at her lips. 

	“Hush. I don’t want to hear anything else about it.” 

	I looked over my shoulder to see if Leoth could hear us, but he rode a ways back, among the generals at the head of the main column of soldiers. The way he had pushed me away last night shouldn’t have hurt so much, because he was only holding me to what we had both agreed, yet it had. Perhaps because it was a repeat of what I’d experienced so many times throughout my life, a reminder that anyone I loved could turn on me. I did not know if Leoth would give me another chance. Yet at least he rode with us still. That would have to be enough. 

	 

	As we continued through Beirn and New Savair, burning each town in our wake, the snow from the blizzard receded, while the nights grew colder still. Each night I shivered as I slept, and each morning I woke stiff with cold, my toes numb and cheeks raw. I could not remember how it felt to be warm, properly warm, from sunup to sundown. My friends continued to share a large tent, and I begrudged them the warmth and companionship I could not partake in. 

	By the time we reached New Savair, Dead-span had arrived. It was the shortest and coldest span of the year, a time for holing up inside with the fire burning at all times, waiting for the long nights to pass and rationing our dwindling food supply. It was not a time for travel. Twelve soldiers had already died of hypothermia, and my greatest fear was that a sickness would tear through our forces while we were at our most vulnerable. Dakolth did what he could, but he was helpless against the cold that attacked us day after day. 

	Still we marched on. 

	In New Savair, we split ways, half of my army taking the short route directly north to Pelek, while I led the other half on the longer route via Borderville and Valleywall. We would pass close to the Wandering Woods once more, and I hoped against hope I might have more success at persuading the Drifters to our cause. If they could stop the Whitish army before it passed through the woods, Itrea would be saved. 

	Ferndell was the next town along our path, and as we descended toward the houses nestled in a small valley beside a lake, I could see the Wandering Woods like a distant cloud rising from the plains. The grasslands surrounding this town were wild and uncultivated, full of tall golden stalks that had not perished in the snow. 

	When we set fire to Ferndell, the smoke drifted in the direction of the Wandering Woods; in response, the trees creaked and groaned as though readying themselves to attack. They were nearly two leagues away, yet the sound was unmistakable. 

	Uneasy, I guided my horse toward Dakolth, who had hung back as the rest of my army snaked slowly north. His eyes were fixed on the plume of smoke rising from Ferndell, his eyes clouded with what could have been fear or sadness.

	“Are we in danger?” I asked warily.  

	He did not look my way. “Never in living memory have my people interfered with settlements outside the woods. I don’t know what it would take to spur them to action.” 

	“I’ve heard Whitish people dislike wild places,” I said. “They avoid the mountains and cut down native forests to replace them with open plantations. If they take Itrea, they won’t leave the Wandering Woods alone.” 

	“Which is why I joined you, Your Majesty.” Dakolth inclined his head to me, hands clasped behind his back. “But my people are firm in their belief that the forest is a greater force than any human enemy.”

	I dismounted and walked closer, hand on my horse’s reins. “Do you believe that?” It was easy to put faith in the woods now, with trees stretching like an ocean as far as I could see, the forest creaking and groaning as though threatening us in its wild language. 

	“Not any longer. The army that disappeared into the Wandering Woods centuries ago was two thousand strong at most. Against an army of twenty-five thousand…” 

	“What will it take to convince them how great a threat they face?” 

	“I don’t know, Your Majesty. You are very persuasive, so if anyone will sway them, it will be you.” 

	I laughed humorlessly. “Are you referring to my current campaign of terror?” 

	“No. I mean that you convinced me to join your cause, even after I had sworn to remain with my family.” Sorrow flickered across Dakolth’s face. 

	“Do you regret it?” 

	“I wish I could spend more time watching my children grow up. But no, I don’t regret it. The world is changing, and my people will no longer have a place in it if they refuse to choose a side.” 

	We stood together, watching the smoke from Ferndell drift over the ocean of trees, and I thought of all the ways we could have defeated Whitland if we had the right allies. 

	If we had recognized the threat soon enough, we might have mobilized the fleet of pirates and smugglers in King’s Port to stop the Whitish ships before they even touched our shores. If my predecessors had taken better care to maintain an alliance with the Drifters, the Wandering Woods might have been willing to swallow half the Whitish army on their march inland. And if we had integrated the forbidden races into our society, the Truthbringers might not have found anyone willing to listen to their hateful discourse. 

	As we watched, a roof collapsed in a shower of sparks. A sow and her piglets burst from the smoke and streaked away from town, heading for the distant shelter of the forest. 

	“Your Majesty?”

	“Yes?” 

	“If you hope to bring my people to your side, you should leave Borderville untouched.” 

	“Why?” I thought I already knew the answer. 

	“Because it is home to the largest population of Drifters anywhere outside the Wandering Woods. The residents of Borderville pass through the woods unchallenged, and they communicate and trade openly with my people.” 

	I nodded. Though I would never admit it, I was relieved for the excuse to spare one of my towns. “Very well. We will not harm the people of Borderville. If the Whitish army attacks, I assume the residents can seek refuge in the woods?”

	Dakolth nodded. “Allow me to speak with the mayor, Your Majesty.” 

	“Of course.” 

	We started after the army, quickly catching up to the lumbering supply wagons. I was dismayed to see nearly twenty soldiers riding in the wagons, wrapped heavily in blankets, most looking gravely ill. 

	“Your Majesty,” one of the drivers called when he caught sight of me. “Can you pass on word that we haven’t heard from our supply train for about fifteen days now? We’re getting dangerously low on supplies. If we don’t make it to Baylore soon, people will start dying of hunger as well as cold.” 

	My stomach knotted in worry. “What about the goods from Ferndell?” 

	“We took what we could, but the residents near about cleaned the town out. There wasn’t much left in the fields either.”

	When I passed the message to my father, who had been overseeing the supply train, he grimaced. 

	“I suspected as much when I saw the state of Ferndell. Their animals were skin and bones, and the houses showed signs of neglect. They must have had a poor harvest this year.” 

	“How much longer will our current supplies last?”

	“Ten days without replenishing our stores.” 

	“That won’t even get us to Valleywall,” I said in alarm. “What do you think happened to our supply train?” 

	“If I’m honest,” my father said grimly, “I suspect Larkhaven is lost. We no longer have allies on the coast. We are counting on Borderville to feed our troops.” 

	I threw a worried look back at Dakolth, who had rejoined the generals. “Dakolth thinks we might be able to win the support of the Drifters eventually—but not if we attack Borderville. Apparently it’s the largest settlement of Drifters outside the woods.” 

	“This is your army, Kalleah—I won’t make that decision for you.” My father sighed. “But think about it this way. Placing your hopes on an alliance with the Drifters is a desperate gamble. They have never helped Baylore, and I cannot see them changing their minds now. If we don’t raid Borderville, your soldiers will begin starving to death before we reach Baylore. What do you value more—waging today’s war against Baylore, or clinging to tomorrow’s thin hope?” 

	“Thank you for your council,” I said through gritted teeth. 

	Mounting my horse, I spurred him to a gallop and quickly flew past the front ranks of the army. 

	My father made it sound so simple, when it was anything but. 

	It wasn’t just a question of sacrificing my current soldiers for the unlikely chance of winning the Drifters to my side. Without the Drifters, I could not see how we would throw off the Whitish army. Retaking Baylore only went so far. We could hold back the forces of Whitland for spans in a siege, but that strategy would merely buy us time. In the end, we needed someone else to intervene on our behalf, or we would never win this war. 

	If I left Borderville untouched, my soldiers might die today, but at least we would not have thrown away our only chance of defeating Whitland. 

	The choice was terrible, but I had to make it. 

	I needed the Drifters. 

	I slowed, reining my horse back to a walk, and waited for Leoth and Dellik to fall in beside me. They rode at the front of the army, bundled heavily in warm layers, their cheeks red from the chill breeze. 

	“What is it?” Leoth asked. We had not found a moment to speak alone since we left the inn near Golden Heights, and his voice held both warmth and regret. 

	“I need your generals to keep a tight rein on our soldiers. We are virtually out of supplies, and we’re still perhaps eight days from Borderville, and another ten days from Valleywall.” I gave Leoth a stern look. “We are not going to burn or raid Borderville. My soldiers might be hungry to the point of desperation by the time they arrive, but you must keep them in line. I can’t afford to turn the Drifters against us.” 

	“They’re not going to help you,” Leoth said softly. “I thought you knew that.” 

	“How else are we going to win this war?” I snapped. “And no, I’m not counting on their help, but we still won’t attack Borderville. Purchase what supplies you can from Borderville, and move on. I plan to ride ahead and send goods back from Valleywall.” 

	“I’ll ride with you,” Leoth said.

	“And I,” Dellik said. 

	I sighed in exasperation. “I need you to help manage my troops!” 

	“Then who will travel with you?” Leoth asked.

	“Dakolth. And enough soldiers to escort me safely. That’s all.” 

	Before he could argue further, I wheeled my horse and cantered back to pass on word to my father. 

	Two hours later, I set off on a well-rested horse, joined by twenty soldiers and Dakolth, Mellicante, Baridya, Viko, Cal, and Nyla. I would have preferred to leave my friends behind, but I could think of no reason not to take them. 

	We rode hard, churning the road to mud underfoot. Apart from patches that lingered behind hillsides, the snow was gone, replaced by nightly frosts and a deep chill that emanated from the land. I switched horses frequently and rode apart from my soldiers, the jolting pace rattling my teeth. As we rode, I tried to piece together an argument convincing enough to win the Drifters to my side. Yet they had already found holes in most of my reasoning. They had no loyalty to us and trusted fully in the strength of the woods to protect them, so any help they lent would be a sacrifice rather than a collaboration. 

	Our food supplies dwindled until we ate only the smallest rations, making do with porridge for breakfast, a tough, chewy strip of jerky for lunch, and a single slice of wayfarers’ bread for dinner. As many leagues as the horses chewed through with their relentless pace, still the road stretched ever onward. The farther north we traveled, the closer our path cut to the Wandering Woods. Here, scattered houses nestled in the shadows of the woods, the trees like sentries at their backs. We passed a small settlement unmarked on any maps of Itrea, built along the banks of a stream that meandered snake-like through the wild grasses, and a substantial copse of wild trees on our left—almost a small forest. 

	“This reminds me of the first time we fled Baylore,” Baridya said one day as we set up camp. The wind was picking up, the ceiling of clouds lowering. “I was surprised how little the rough travel seemed to bother you.” 

	My stomach twisted with emptiness as I caught the smell of smoke from a cookfire. “I traveled the same way from Ambervale all the way to Baylore. Walking most of the distance. I didn’t exactly have a royal upbringing.” 

	“She’s tougher than most of our soldiers,” Mellicante said with a satisfied smile. 

	I didn’t feel tough just then. I would have given a great deal for a filling meal and a warm, soft bed. 

	By the time we reached the familiar outskirts of Borderville, hunger had settled into my stomach like an ever-present cramp, and my hands were so chapped from the cold that they bled when I brushed them the wrong way against my saddle. 

	We slowed and dismounted before we reached the first houses, and a crowd slowly spilled onto the streets. I recognized the innkeeper who had hosted us before, her Drifter blood evident in the unusual shape of her face, her sleek black hair twisted into a knot behind her head. Men and women, young and old, filled the main street running through town, a shifting mass of unarmed Drifters and Itreans and plenty with mixed blood. I gestured for my companions to stop. Handing my horse’s reins to Mellicante, I approached with only Dakolth by my side. 

	As we drew near, many bowed or curtseyed to us, the gesture clumsy. Most avoided my searching gaze, though more than one stared unabashedly at Dakolth. Why were they so humble and submissive, when others had tried to chase us away? Then I realized the truth with a lurch of sorrow. 

	They were terrified. 

	These people would find no welcome in Baylore, and perhaps they would be turned away from the Wandering Woods as well. If I destroyed their homes, they would lose everything. They would have heard stories of the destruction I wrought everywhere I turned, and now they expected the same fate. 

	“My people,” I said, and my voice shook slightly. “I mean you no harm. I wish only for a place to sleep for the night and a chance to speak to your mayor.” 

	The familiar innkeeper approached and bowed low. “Your Majesty. I know you as a humble traveler who visited my inn on the way to Larkhaven. Will you stay the night once more?” 

	“Gladly.” 

	We followed her through the whispering, shifting crowd to the door of her inn, which radiated heat from the open fireplace. The warmth settled over me like a heavy blanket, followed by a wave of drowsiness. 

	“Would the mayor consent to join us here?” I asked as we settled around a table. I was certain I looked frightful, my face dirty and my hair tangled, but perhaps it would be better to approach negotiations as a humble supplicant rather than as a queen. 

	“Of course. I’ll send for her now, and in the meantime, would you like some dinner?” 

	“Yes, please,” Baridya moaned, and the innkeeper smiled. 

	She ducked into the kitchen while my soldiers filled in the rest of the tables in the dining room. No other patrons joined us. I sat in stupefied silence, the warmth of the fire soaking through me and easing my aching muscles, until the innkeeper returned with a large pot of stew. The cook distributed loaves of bread to each table, and I tore into ours without waiting for a plate or utensils. The bread was hard and dry, but it soothed the hollow ache in my stomach. 

	“Sorry,” I said as the innkeeper took a seat at our table and handed around plates. “I haven’t eaten a proper meal in days now.” 

	“You’ve traveled a long way, haven’t you, Your Majesty?” the innkeeper said lightly. “All the way south through Golden Heights and New Savair, if the reports are to be trusted. And setting fires the whole way. That must be hungry work.” 

	 My stomach seemed to drop to the floor. She was mocking me. She knew exactly what we had done, and she did not care what punishment her queen meted out. Or perhaps she knew I could deal no greater blow than the destruction of her inn. 

	With a great effort, I swallowed back my angry retort. Her fear and hatred of me should come as no surprise; she was merely voicing what thousands of others believed. I would not rise to her bait. 

	“I mean you no harm,” I said. “Please believe me.” 

	“Your Majesty.” 

	The voice came from the doorway of the inn. I whirled and saw two women approaching, both finely robed in velvet lined with fur. One looked Itrean with perhaps a drop of Drifter blood in the shape of her eyes, while the other seemed a full-blooded Drifter. 

	“I am Norasha, the mayor of Borderville,” the Itrean woman said. 

	“And I am Arak, the village leader,” the Drifter woman added. 

	“We were told you requested our presence, and indeed, we were curious to meet you,” Norasha said. “We have heard much about you lately.” 

	I inclined my head, pushing down the anger and frustration that had swept through me. “Thank you for joining me. Please, be seated. We were just finishing our meal.” I had hardly eaten, yet I did not want impropriety to ruin my chances at negotiation. 

	The innkeeper stood, bowed deeply, and retreated to the kitchen, her expression troubled. 

	While a pair of young women brought around steaming pitchers of mulled wine and cider, the mayor and the village leader studied me with curiously blank faces. 

	“Your Majesty,” Norasha said at last. “I hardly know how to begin. We have heard…strange tidings of your march through Itrea. Word has reached us that you left many villages burning in your wake. Embrill. Twenty-League Town. Pelek. Ferndell. And more, it seems. Yet from everything we have heard, you approach each town with the full force of your army behind you and send its people fleeing the moment you arrive. Why have you deviated from that routine? Why are you here, ahead of the main part of your army, asking to speak with us?” 

	My heartbeat had quickened at her words, thudding anxiously against my ribcage, yet she did not seem angry. In fact, her words were measured and calm—she knew I held the future of Borderville in my hands, and feared to make any move that would provoke me to attack. It twisted my heart to see her so frightened of me. 

	“Please,” I said. “You may speak openly. I will not harm Borderville, no matter what you say or whether you choose to help us. I know how it looks. I know my actions have seemed extreme, or perhaps the work of a madwoman. But I am driven only by desperation.” I took a deep breath and wetted my tongue with a sip of mulled wine. “The Whitish army is on its way to Itrea. They are at least twenty thousand strong, and they intend to raze Itrea to the ground. I have heard many accounts of the brutality of the Whitish army. Everywhere they go, they rape and torture and enslave the civilians who cannot resist. 

	“I have judged it safest to hide my people behind the walls of Baylore, where we might withstand a siege. They would not leave their homes willingly, so I forced them with a show of strength and the torching of their towns. I know how much they will struggle to recover their livelihoods once the war is over, yet the alternative was death at the hands of the Whitish. When the army is at our gates, they will understand. Until then…” I swallowed. “I did what I must.” 

	It was enough of the truth to justify my brutality, I hoped. I wrapped my hands around my mug and breathed in the rich smell of mulled wine, watching the two village leaders. Both had kept their expressions blank throughout my tale, save a flicker of surprise when I mentioned the Whitish army. 

	“And why not do the same to Borderville?” Arak asked flatly. “Why not bring our villagers safely within the walls of Baylore?” 

	“Because I think you would flee first to the woods, and I believe that is far safer than Baylore. We may still fall beneath the might of the Whitish army.” I sipped at the mulled wine, the sweetness coating my throat. From the corner of my eye, I saw Mellicante watching me with a satisfied glint in her eye. 

	The mayor and the village leader turned to one another and murmured something in the fluid Drifter tongue. I glanced at Dakolth, who was listening intently; after a moment, he gave me a tiny nod. 

	“You are correct, Your Majesty,” Norasha said. “We would seek shelter in the woods if the Whitish army threatened us. The Allakoash would not turn us away.” 

	Was “Allakoash” the proper name for Drifters? I did not think it polite to ask. 

	“That does not answer the question of why you have stopped here,” Arak said. “What do you want from us?” 

	“It’s winter, and we have traveled a long way,” Mellicante said tartly. “Is it too much to ask for a warm bed for the night?” 

	“Mellicante,” I warned her softly. Then I turned back to the two village leaders. “My advisor speaks the truth. However, we also hope to purchase supplies for my army if you have any to spare. We are nearing starvation, and the road to Baylore stretches many days ahead of us.” 

	“And if we did not consent to provide for you?” Norasha asked, a flicker of anger crossing her face. “Would you take what you needed regardless? You have many thousands of followers, and we could not hope to resist your army.” 

	“No, of course not!” I let out a shaky breath. This was my doing—I had painted myself a monster, and now I reaped the consequences. “The mayor of Valleywall has already offered to help supply us. We are riding ahead now to ask for their aid. If you don’t wish to sell provisions to my army, then we will await the wagons from Valleywall.” 

	Silence hung in the room, and I realized the soldiers that had accompanied us were listening as well, some watching us out of the corner of their eyes, others eating and drinking with studied concentration. 

	“Very well,” Arak said at last. “We will sell what provisions we can to your army. I hope you are prepared to pay us well—we had a poor harvest this year.” 

	“Of course.” I well recalled the rooms and meal we received for a pittance when we last visited Borderville—the dwindling coin we had brought from Larkhaven would seem a king’s ransom here. 

	The two women inclined their heads and stood, and I stood as well. This time I clasped hands with each of them, and some of the stiffness eased from their expressions. 

	“I hope we meet again in a happier time,” Norasha said. 

	“As do I.” 

	As I watched them pace toward the door, I thought suddenly of the mayor of Embrill, still traveling as a prisoner in our wagons. He had welcomed us and pledged to support us, and we had turned on him after taking advantage of his hospitality. The people of Borderville were right to distrust our word. 

	The innkeeper sidled closer, twisting her hands together. “Your Majesty. My deepest apologies. I shouldn’t have spoken as I did.” 

	“I don’t blame you for your caution,” I said gently. 

	“Dinner is ready, Your Majesty. Would you eat a proper meal now?” 

	“Please.” 

	She and her staff brought out platter after platter of roasted boar, potatoes cooked in their skins, scones with winterberry jam, and creamy mashed sweet potato. I ate until my stomach felt it would burst, and as our hunger diminished, my friends and soldiers began to smile and laugh, soothed by the warmth of the dining room and the rich aromas drifting all around. 

	When I retreated to a small table in the corner to give my friends a reprieve, Viko followed me, his eyes bright and cheeks flushed from the mulled wine. 

	“Your Majesty,” he said thickly. “Do you remember the day you found me lurking in the woods and convinced me to practice swordplay with you?” 

	“Of course.” I wasn’t sure where he was going with this. 

	“That day, I decided I would serve you until the day I die. I might’ve made some mistakes since then, and I might’ve made you angry more than once, but I do mean it. I swear. I’m yours, Your Majesty.” 

	He reached for my hand and held it tight. I sighed and pried my hand free—he was very drunk, and likely wouldn’t remember this in the morning. “Oh, Viko, I hardly deserve that level of devotion. Your life is yours to shape as you wish. I am honored to have you in my army, but I won’t ask you for more than your sword.” 

	“No,” Viko said roughly. “You don’t understand. You have given me purpose, Kalleah. I mean, Your Majesty. I need—I want—”

	I suddenly saw what he was asking. He did not trust himself to order his own life, and wanted someone to take that burden from him, to give him rules and structure and purpose. 

	“Very well,” I said. “Viko, will you accept a position as my personal guard? The position is a great honor, and will require strict discipline.” 

	He nodded eagerly. 

	“You must remain near enough to protect me at all times, unless I give you leave to depart, and you must compose yourself with dignity. I will not tolerate drunkenness, and use of the demon’s draught will result in harsh punishment.” 

	Viko swallowed and pushed his drink away. “Of course, Your Majesty.” His voice wavered. 

	“The first order I will give you is to take yourself off to bed. You are not fit to protect me in this state, and I need your full strength tomorrow.” 

	“Yes, Your Majesty. Of course, Your Majesty.” He stood, bobbed a bow, and stumbled off toward the stairs. 

	I sighed. Now that he was gone, I sat alone in a roomful of people. I suddenly missed Leoth with a sharp ache that I had not acknowledged since our parting. When he returned, I realized I would no longer be able to push him away. I would find a way for us to be together, in secret. I had to. 

	Eventually Mellicante and Baridya made their way to my table, Baridya grinning when I raised my eyebrows at her. 

	“I saw Viko follow you here,” she said in a gleeful whisper. “Is he in love with you?” 

	“I thought he preferred men.” 

	Mellicante shook her head. “I don’t know. The fact that he sold his flesh to both men and women means little. But I’d say he looks more like a puppy chasing after its master than a man in love. I think he has been hurt many times, and he wants someone to trust and rely on, not someone to bare his heart to.” 

	“I think you’re right,” I said. “I’ve given him a position as my personal guard. It might give him a sense of purpose again, more than just fighting in my army.” 

	“That was a wise move. You’ve been very good to him, Kalleah. Very forgiving.” 

	“I know how much he means to you.” I swirled the dregs of my drink slowly in my mug. “And I know how it feels to stand forever on the outside. As do you, I think.” 

	Mellicante nodded. “Thank you.” The warmth in her voice surprised me. 

	As the night grew later, my soldiers and companions gradually drifted off to bed, until only Dakolth remained at the table by the fire. I ventured over to join him, aware that I had drunk perhaps more than was wise, and he inclined his head respectfully. 

	“That went better than I expected,” he said quietly. “You handled that very well.” 

	I crossed my arms on the table, my head fuzzy. “I had hoped to speak directly with the Drifters. It doesn’t seem as though I accomplished anything at all.” 

	“I don’t think that would be wise. They will hear what you have done. If your soldiers refrain from causing trouble as they pass through, they will learn that your word can be trusted. If you choose to negotiate with them in the future, this will go a long way to winning their favor.” 

	“Hmm.” The way he spoke, this was a favor they might bestow many years from now, when the war had passed and I had the power to re-shape Itrea as I wished. I needed their help now. Yet I could not rely on an alliance with the Drifters. They had told me this many times, and I ought to take their word for it. 

	“You should get some sleep, Your Majesty. Tomorrow will be another long ride.” 

	“As should you.” 

	When I stood, so did he, and I realized with shame that he had likely remained down here to keep watch over me. I wished him good night and fumbled my way down the darkened hall to my room, where I had only the energy to wipe grime from my face with a cloth before I collapsed in bed. 

	Though we had gained little save a promise of supplies from our stop in Borderville, it eased my conscience to know that just this once, I would be able to keep my word and leave the town unharmed. 
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	Valleywall 

	 

	The next morning, I felt refreshed and ready to face the road. The solid meal and warm night’s sleep had restored me more than I had expected. A new dusting of snow had coated the town overnight, but the sky was clear, the sun bright. As the sun touched each roof, the snow melted and dripped away. 

	Fed a hearty breakfast and newly provisioned, we set off as the sun neared its zenith. At a gallop, the distance from Borderville to the main road between Baylore and Larkhaven disappeared in no time, and we put the Wandering Woods at our back as we turned toward the capital. 

	This main road was flatter and better-kept than the lesser trade route we had followed for the past span, and we made good pace, the grasslands blurring past as we galloped ever onward. The snow had melted away by early afternoon, replaced by slick mud, and I felt my horse’s hooves slip more than once. By sundown, we had left Borderville far behind. 

	Four days of hard riding later, I spotted the familiar line of poplars standing watch over the road near Valleywall. Trees that had held a few gold leaves when we passed earlier this year now stood stark and naked in the winter cold. 

	When the mayor of Valleywall welcomed us warmly, my heart twisted. I wasn’t sure I could bring myself to betray these good people. 

	But Lord Hemrith’s smile was knowing, and when he invited me to join him at his manor for dinner once again, he said, “After all, it may not stand much longer. We should make the most of it while it does.” 

	My smile felt strained. 

	I did not bring up any difficult matters until our food was served and the kitchen staff had cleared away. My soldiers were patrolling the perimeter of the mayor’s house, Viko standing unobtrusively in the corner of the dining room with a dagger hidden in his boot, and the dinner was restricted to the people whose word mattered most—myself, Dakolth, Mellicante, Baridya, Cal, and Nyla. It was odd to meet with the mayor while my father and Leoth were still away. 

	“Your Majesty,” Lord Hemrith began at last, his voice heavy. “I have heard many strange tidings of late. Your army has been busy, it seems.” 

	“We are close to our goal. But we need your help.” I didn’t know what he had heard, but I forged on nonetheless. “My soldiers are running very low on supplies. We will begin starving before we reach Baylore if we cannot resupply. Would you be willing to provide enough grain to see us through the last few leagues?” 

	The mayor blinked at me, his expression blank. “I would have thought you took plenty of supplies from the towns you raided, Your Majesty.” 

	Varse. So he had heard the truth. “It was a necessary move. With Whitland’s army on its way, we had to ensure they had nowhere to use into a base.” 

	“Even Ferndell, Your Majesty? And Golden Heights? It could take years for the Whitish army to extend their influence that far south—assuming we are unable to defeat them in the meantime.” 

	His expression was still politely impassive, but I could tell he questioned my sanity. 

	I studied him—a man who had trusted me and promised to throw his full support behind me—and saw only cold emptiness in his eyes. He would not turn on me, yet he would never again support my reign or the means I had used to reclaim the throne. 

	No. I couldn’t keep going like this. All of Itrea would see me as a cruel marauder before this was over; I had to maintain some support, or I would win Baylore from the Whitish only to lose it at the hands of my own people. I could not turn Lord Hemrith against me as well. It was time to start courting true allies. 

	It was time to tell him the truth. 

	I drew a shaky breath. “If I tell you what we are truly doing, you must swear to silence. If we doubt your honesty, we will take it upon ourselves to ensure you don’t betray us.” 

	Mellicante gave me a look of alarm. “Are you sure you want to risk this?” 

	Did she mean the possibility of Valleywall ruining our plans, or the heartbreak it would cause if I had to betray our most steadfast supporters? 

	“I think we need to,” I said slowly. “If we ever hope to win support once we have the throne, this could be a good place to start.” 

	Every eye was on me. Though we were only halfway through our meal, and delicious smells filled the dining room, no one ate. 

	Mellicante shrugged, and Dakolth nodded slowly. I dreaded to think what my father would say when he learned what I had done. 

	I pushed my plate away and folded my hands on the table before me. Already I could see this devolving into a repeat of Embrill—the mayor refusing to assist us, accusing me of terrorizing my people, and my guards dragging him away before we reduced this beautiful town to ashes. 

	“Our chances of breaching Baylore’s walls are almost nonexistent,” I began. “We tried to build ladders to get a few people over, in hopes they could stir the palace guard to help open the gates, but the Truthbringers heard our plans and burned down Twenty-League Town—along with our entire camp.” 

	“So that wasn’t you,” the mayor said, his eyebrows rising. 

	“No. The Truthbringers spread that story, while we retreated to Embrill to resupply. We had been caught in the middle of the night, many of us without tents or adequate clothing, and with Twenty-League Town gone, we had nowhere close to Baylore to use as a base.” 

	“But you didn’t stop in Embrill, did you? You traveled the whole distance down the southern trade route, burning and raiding everywhere you went.” 

	I nodded curtly. “The Truthbringers showed us how we could get past their defenses. When I sent a spy to hide among farmers, he was caught and killed. Yet the refugees from Twenty-League Town were allowed into Baylore without question. I realized we could disguise our soldiers among refugees and send them to Baylore in waves, until I had enough of a force inside the city to open the gate for my army.” 

	“You’ve been attacking towns to create refugees for your soldiers to hide amongst?” 

	I grimaced. “More or less. We don’t want to hurt anyone, so we send our disguised soldiers ahead to spread news of our attacks, and by the time our army shows up and makes a display of force, the townspeople are willing to clear out before we have to resort to violence.” 

	“But you have been burning the towns.” 

	“We had no choice. There are Whitish spies everywhere, and I’m sure they would send scouts out to verify our story.” I sighed. “I hate doing it, but in truth, most of our people will be safer in Baylore once the Whitish army arrives. Whitish soldiers have a reputation for unnecessary brutality, and my people won’t have anywhere else to go once Baylore is under siege. I also want to make sure the Whitish army doesn’t have any towns or supplies to sustain them while they lay siege to Baylore.” 

	“I see.” The mayor pushed his plate away. “Will you allow me a chance to speak with my fellows in private?” 

	“Of course,” I said quickly. 

	Mellicante shot me a warning look, but I was not about to ruin my chances if the mayor was willing to work with me on this. 

	When the mayor retreated to the sitting room with the five others he had invited from town, my friends leaned close to me. 

	“Was that wise?” Mellicante asked. “The people here are probably much more loyal to their mayor than the people in Embrill—Lord Hemrith has lived here his whole life, while the mayor of Embrill was just a wealthy city transplant. If we have to resort to kidnapping him, they might not take it well.” 

	“I needed to risk it,” I said, though I knew it was partly just selfishness speaking. I had allowed myself to grow fond of Valleywall, and my feelings were now clouding my judgment. “He will be a valuable ally if he takes our side.” 

	“Well, you chose your allies well, if they do decide to support you,” Mellicante said. “It looks like they had a successful harvest. We could do with some of their bounty.” 

	“That’s quite a mercenary way to put it,” Baridya said. 

	“It’s war, honey.” 

	When the mayor and his fellows returned, we sat up hurriedly; Baridya took a deep draught of wine, while Cal seized a corn cake and pretended he had been eating all along. 

	The mayor took his seat and cleared his throat. “I have a proposal for you.” It sounded as though he was choosing his words carefully. “We understand the necessity of what you are doing. However, we are proud of our town, and many of us are wealthy enough to find alternatives if we cannot reach the safety of Baylore.” 

	Mellicante opened her mouth, but the mayor raised a hand to forestall her. 

	“Most of us would like to remain here until Whitland marches from Larkhaven and forces us from our homes at swordpoint. I imagine a good portion of us would relish the idea of giving those bastards what they deserve. The others will likely choose to evacuate south to King’s Port—taking as much of their material wealth as possible in the process.” 

	“You want me to spare Valleywall.” 

	“Of course I do. Anyone would wish to save their beloved town, I should think. But we can make it worth your while. I’m certain we could find several hundred young folk who are willing to act the part of refugees and head to Baylore along with your disguised solders. They’ll keep your secret and join your cause, and they can claim they were chased away from Valleywall before they saw it burn.” 

	I liked the idea at once, but I did not want to agree to it without considering all possible implications. “How can we be certain your residents won’t betray us?” 

	“Ever since you first marched through, we’ve been holding quarterly town meetings. We have a large population of magic races here, and public sentiment is almost entirely in your favor.” The mayor paused. “Until we heard word of your recent campaign. I wasn’t sure what to think of that. If you are willing to tell the truth to everyone in town, they will rally behind you again.” 

	I looked around the table. Mellicante and Dakolth nodded. 

	It all sounded perfect—too perfect. I was waiting to spot the catch, the trap we had walked into. 

	“I don’t understand. Why are you willing to take such risks for us?” 

	“Because we have news as well, Your Majesty. We received word from Larkhaven just hours before your arrival.” 

	The door to the dining room swung open to reveal a hooded man. He limped into the room, his cloak tattered and muddy. Then he lowered the hood. 

	It was Lord Gabrin. 
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	The Ruin of Larkhaven

	 

	I knew at once what this meant. 

	“No,” I breathed. We were not ready. 

	Nyla shrieked and flew into her father’s arms, sobbing as she buried her face in his chest. Lord Gabrin winced but embraced her, smoothing her unkempt red hair back from her forehead. 

	“Where’s ma? And Gria and Tremmen and Lan?” Her voice was muffled against his coat. 

	Lord Gabrin disentangled Nyla gently from his embrace. “Give me a moment. I must report to my queen.” As Nyla shuffled back to her chair, joy warring with fear on her face, Lord Gabrin knelt with difficulty. “Your Majesty. I beg your forgiveness.” 

	I leapt to my feet and hurried around the table to help Lord Gabrin rise. He took my hand reluctantly, but I could tell from the spasms that crossed his face that he needed the help. He was gravely injured. 

	“What has happened? Where is your family?” 

	Pain crossed his face, and his eyes glistened with tears. “They’re all lost. Save Nyla. That was what kept me alive—the hope that I might see her again.” 

	Nyla gave a strangled gasp. “No. Even Gria?” Her voice was so faint I hardly caught the words. 

	“Even Gria.” Lord Gabrin shook his head and hobbled a step back. “I am responsible for the death of everyone I love. We should have listened to you when you told us to flee.” 

	“Please sit down. Should Dakolth see to your leg now, or—”

	“You’ll want to hear the news first.” Lord Gabrin sank heavily into a chair at the end of the table. As I sat beside him, I noticed the way his hands shook; had he drugged himself to stay alert, or was he merely close to collapse from exhaustion and pain? 

	Lord Hemrith ordered a drink brought for Lord Gabrin, but he did not taste it; instead he wrapped his hands around the mug and breathed in the steam. 

	“We managed to evacuate most of the town,” he began haltingly. “In the end, around four thousand civilians and would-be soldiers remained behind. We drew up extensive plans for defending the port and negotiated an escape route for anyone who would not join in the fight. We thought we were prepared. 

	“Then the Whitish army arrived, and it was like a nightmare come to life. The ships knew exactly which route to take through the harbor, and they were aware of every defense we had in place. The first ship blasted most of our defending ships and island lookouts to pieces, and when the rest of the fleet sailed to shore, they were unchallenged. 

	“We started the evacuation as soon as the first ship was sighted, but many of us clung to the hope that our defenses would hold. It was why we had remained in Larkhaven, after all.” The mayor passed a trembling hand over his eyes. “I watched from my city residence, and my family refused to leave without me. 

	“Then the soldiers were coming, wave after wave of them, like a flood of silver. These ones were armored and heavily armed, and our weapons were like toys against them. They swarmed through town and slaughtered everyone in their path. Including the unarmed folk who were trying to evacuate. A few might have escaped, but the soldiers hunted down most of them—even the ones that had made it a good league from the city. They didn’t want word of their arrival to spread.” 

	“How are you alive, then?” 

	Lord Gabrin took a long draught of his cider, eyes red. “My wife saved me. I wanted to fight, but when the army reached our residence at last, she hit me over the head with a log from the fire. When I came to, I was nearly suffocating beneath a pile of bodies ready to be torched. I was on the beach, and night had fallen, so when I thought no one was watching, I dragged myself into the waves and swam away. My leg was badly injured, but I couldn’t tend to it. At the southern end of town, I climbed the hill and stole a soldier’s horse, and I’ve been riding like mad ever since. I don’t even know how many days have passed since the attack. Everything has gone a bit hazy.” 

	“You need to eat something,” I said. “You look ready to collapse.” 

	Lord Hemrith joined us at the far end of the table with a basket of rolls. “We tried to give him a meal when he first arrived, but he refused.”

	“Lord Gabrin.” I studied him until he met my gaze, eyes still watery. “I am in grave need of your advice and assistance. Please do not give up on us. We are relying on you to see to the well-being of everyone from the coast who managed to escape, and to advise us regarding the future of Larkhaven. Thousands of your people are now safe in King’s Port, or are preparing to march on Baylore.” 

	Lord Gabrin reached for a roll and bit into it, chewing mechanically. Then he set it aside. “Larkhaven is lost. The Whitish army didn’t burn the city, because they didn’t need to. They will use it as a base to organize their takeover of Itrea. I hope you have better news than I, because I can see no hope for our people.” 

	“This is why we are willing to do whatever it takes to reclaim Baylore, Your Majesty,” Lord Hemrith said gravely. “The magnitude of Whitland’s threat was not clear until Lord Gabrin arrived. Now I can see that nothing stands between them and our throne apart from your army—and as you have said, you are badly outnumbered. This calls for drastic measures. Even a desperate gamble is better than forsaking hope entirely.” 

	I should have been relieved to find support at last, but the news from Larkhaven left me feeling drained, lost. I had hoped Lord Gabrin would see the truth in the end, but not this way. Not with the deaths of everyone he loved. 

	“We need to plan this carefully,” I said at last. “If you are willing to host us, we will stay here for another quarter, until the remainder of our army joins us. I will be among the last wave of refugees to enter Baylore, and the remainder of my army will approach the gates in secret and wait for us to open them from within.” 

	“We will do whatever it takes,” Lord Hemrith said. “My people will need to decide whether they will stay and fight or flee while they still can. How long do you think we have before the Whitish army marches on Baylore?” 

	“Until the end of winter, I hope. They will struggle to feed twenty-five thousand soldiers in Baylore Valley, with no towns or crops to raid.” 

	“Very well. Then we will prepare for war.” 

	 

	We decided to keep our news quiet until the rest of my army arrived. If the town decided to turn against us, we would be helpless while we numbered less than thirty. 

	In the meantime, Dakolth spent his days at Lord Gabrin’s side, working his healing magic with a slow, careful hand. The work left him exhausted to the point of collapse, but he said he could not stop now he had started—Lord Gabrin’s injured leg was inflamed, and he had grown weak and feverish as the infection spread. If the spread of infection could not be stopped soon, we would have no hope of saving Lord Gabrin. 

	Nyla would not leave her father’s side, even to sleep. She had dragged a narrow cot into his sickroom, and Cal brought meals to her there. I saw her only when I ventured in to check on Lord Gabrin, and with each day that passed, the dark circles beneath her eyes deepened. She had not bathed or combed her hair since we left Borderville. Cal confided that she had refused to speak to him; he was afraid of what she might do in her grief. I counseled him that we could only wait and offer what comfort we could. 

	While Lord Gabrin, Nyla, and Dakolth remained closed away in his sickroom, Lord Hemrith and I arranged wagonloads of supplies for my army. As I watched the oxen lumber slowly from town, I feared they would not reach my soldiers quickly enough. Many would starve. I hoped their desperation would not lead them to attack Borderville. 

	As we waited, Mellicante, Baridya, Cal, and I pored over maps of Baylore, piecing together the best strategy we could with so little information. As far as we knew, our false refugees would be scattered throughout the city, with little time to assemble when we rang the cathedral bell to summon them to battle. Yet that could work in our favor—the confusion might draw the fight away from the gates. With so many Truthbringers stationed on the walls, I dared to hope not many remained to patrol the streets. If my soldiers started small fights all around the city, and the guards on the wall responded to each individually, the main street might remain uncontested. Then my army could sweep through and reach the palace before our enemies realized what was happening.

	The scene unfolded so smoothly when we discussed it from the comfort of Lord Gabrin’s sitting room, the map spread before us and hot drinks in hand. The reality would be far messier. I had no way of conveying my plans to the soldiers already in the city, and when the cathedral bell began to toll, I fully expected most of my army to spill onto the main street. 

	Six days after we reached Valleywall, a scout came running with news that riders were approaching from the east. I hastened to the main road, unsure whether to expect enemy scouts or soldiers from my own army. As the distant figures thundered toward us, I recognized Leoth and my father at the front, trailed by close to a hundred others—my entire force of mounted riders. 

	My heart leapt with excitement to see them again, though it was tempered by worry. Why had they ridden here with such haste? Was my army safe? 

	I stepped out from the shadows of the nearby store and stood on the main street leading into Valleywall, hands behind my back, my booted feet planted in a general’s stance. Leoth’s eyes lit on me, and a look of unbridled joy crossed his face. As he slowed his horse, he smoothed his features once more, though his eyes still sparkled. 

	Stopping before me, Leoth and my father dismounted and led their horses off the main road. 

	“What are you doing here?” I asked bluntly. 

	“We hoped to ease the burden on our dwindling supplies,” my father said. He reached out and clasped my hand, and it took all my restraint to refrain from embracing both my father and Leoth. “The winter-killed grasses weren’t enough to sustain them, so the horses were eating their way through our oats and grain faster than ten men. Our army reached Borderville a few days ago, and we purchased enough supplies to last two days before marching on. We passed the supply wagons yesterday, so I hope they will join our army very soon.” 

	Leoth reached out and clasped my hand in both of his own, and his touch sent warmth spreading through me. Before he released me, he brushed his thumb across my palm and gave me a sly smile. 

	“What news do you have?” my father asked. 

	I blinked at him, dragging my thoughts away from Leoth. “Oh. You should come back to Lord Hemrith’s manor. I have much to report.” 

	My father turned to the column of mounted soldiers that had stopped behind him. “See to your horses and find an inn for the night,” he barked. “Send one representative from each party to report to Lord Hemrith’s manor once you are settled in.” 

	We turned away and started back through town, Leoth and my father flanking me. 

	“And you’re safe?” my father asked softly. “That was the other reason we raced ahead of the army—we feared word might have traveled from Pelek. If Lord Hemrith had turned on you, your small force would not be enough to keep you safe.” 

	“I know,” I said. “He was aware of our recent work, and questioned our intentions. But…I told him the truth. He has pledged to send willing fighters into Baylore disguised as refugees, and evacuate the rest of his population south to King’s Port.” 

	“Does he know you intend to burn the town to ash?” my father asked sharply. 

	I sighed. “I’m not going to do it. Some of Lord Hemrith’s people hope to remain in Valleywall and make a stand when the Whitish army arrives, and they would rather face death than abandon their homes.” 

	With an alarmed look, my father quickened his pace until I had to trot to keep up. “I disliked your plan to begin with, but showing favoritism to certain towns—especially wealthy towns with large magical populations—will not go down well. I must speak to the mayor.” 

	“Father,” I said sharply. “I am queen. Speak to Lord Hemrith if you must, but remember that my word holds authority over yours.” 

	My father stopped in his tracks and turned to regard me with a pained expression. “Of course. I will see you at Lord Hemrith’s manor.” 

	Then he strode off so quickly I gave up on following. Leoth still walked beside me, silent through the whole disagreement. 

	“I didn’t choose to save Valleywall because it’s wealthy, or because it has a large Makhori population,” I muttered. “I did it because Lord Hemrith had vowed to support me, and he has the respect and loyalty of his townspeople. Someday I’ll have to win the population of Itrea back to my side, and I had to start somewhere.” 

	Leoth linked his elbow through mine and gave me a sideways grin. “Gods, I’ve missed you, Kalleah.” 

	“What happened to keeping this secret?” 

	“Keeping what secret?” he teased. “All the many times I’ve been with you these past spans? The kisses I’ve stolen while our friends’ backs were turned?” 

	I flushed. “I don’t need any complications right now! My father is furious, and he might turn Lord Hemrith against me.” 

	Leoth’s expression was suddenly very serious. “I think you’ve done the right thing. And I think your father will realize that before long, especially if Lord Hemrith already knows the truth.” 

	I shook my head. “None of this is right. Everything I’ve done has been wrong. I hate it.” 

	Leoth squeezed my arm and then released me. “It’s necessary.” 

	We walked in silence down the narrow, winding street, houses rising on the hillside to our left, tumbling away down the slope to our right. Having Leoth back mended something within me. I had not felt the weight of loneliness and despair until it eased, and now I thought I could face whatever loomed before us with him by my side. 

	Perhaps we dallied more than necessary. By the time we reached the Lord Hemrith’s manor, my father sat at the great dining table with a meal before him, listening as the mayor described how Lord Gabrin had ridden into town, gravely injured, to bring word of the capture of Larkhaven. My father met my eyes and nodded once, and I took it to mean he had come around to my way of thinking. 

	That night, a soft knock sounded on my door long after I thought the household had retired. I knew who it was, and I sat up in bed, my blankets pulled up to my chest. “Come in,” I whispered.

	Even though I had expected it, my heartbeat sped up at the sight of Leoth slipping into my room and padding closer. He wore no shoes, and his loose white shirt hung open. He must have bathed since he arrived—his black hair framed his face in soft waves, and he smelled of cinnamon.  

	“Leoth,” I breathed. I pushed back the covers and stood to meet him, and he caught me in a fierce embrace, his lips finding mine. I drank in his touch and his kiss as though they were intoxicating spirits, dizzying me and flooding me with warmth. 

	When he broke our kiss at last, he kept his arms around me, his eyes searching mine with aching vulnerability. The mask was gone—he had come to me as himself, dropping all pretenses, and he waited to see if I would reject him. I sensed he had never bared his heart this way before. 

	“That night, when you pushed me away…” I blinked and almost couldn’t stand to hold his gaze. “I know you were being careful. But it hurt. So much.” I pulled him closer and rested my chin on his shoulder, hiding from his too-knowing eyes. “That’s all I’ve ever known, Leoth. People turning on me. Only a few have ever stayed by my side, and even they question me and fear me at times.” 

	“But I’m here now.” Leoth stroked a gentle hand through my hair. “And I will always be here. As long as you want me.” 

	“Do you mean that? Truly?” 

	He trailed his fingers across my cheek and met my eyes with a smile full of warmth. “Of course.” 

	He kissed me again, hungrily. I pushed away the lingering fear that I would still lose him someday and clung to him, my senses consumed by his warmth, his strength, the fragrance of cinnamon that rose from his hair. This time, knowing what I sought, I could feel the ridged scars running down his back where his magic had been cut away, yet it did not repulse me. This time, when I tugged his shirt over his head, he did not resist. 

	 

	I woke the next morning with a lingering feeling of contentment—of wholeness. I stretched and rolled over, imagining how wonderful it would be to sleep with Leoth in my arms. But it would never be. 

	Lord Hemrith had called a town meeting in the main square, and I had to find a way to make myself look regal without a crown or any fine clothes. 

	Two hours later, I stood before an audience that filled every handspan of the main square and spilled down the surrounding streets, dressed in a well-tailored coat and trousers loaned by Lord Hemrith. I announced the news of Larkhaven while light snowflakes dusted down, covering the shoulders and hats and hair of those gathered. 

	Silence hung heavy in the air when I finished. Fear and uncertainty reflected back at me—knowing a Whitish army was headed someday to our shores was very different from learning they were here now, and already in control of Larkhaven. Suddenly the threat was real in a way it had not been before. 

	Eventually a young woman with a child on her hip asked, “And what can we do? They’ll sweep right through here, won’t they?” 

	“Yes,” I said. “I expect them to march on Baylore as soon as winter eases, and no town in their path will be safe.” I glanced at the mayor, who stood on the platform beside me. “Lord Hemrith will visit each household over the coming days and discuss your options. For you have a choice to make, and you would be wise to decide before the Whitish army forces your hand.” 

	When no one else spoke, I stepped down from the platform and allowed my soldiers to escort me back to Lord Hemrith’s manor. I suspected these people would save their questions for their mayor. When Lord Hemrith spoke to each family in private, he would reveal our secret plans and give his residents the option to join me, stay and fight, or evacuate. We could not risk a public announcement while spies might linger in Valleywall. 

	In the meantime, all I could do was wait. 

	My father and Leoth joined our discussions of strategy, and my father brought up the possibilities that scared me most—that the refugees had not been welcomed into Baylore. If they had been treated with suspicion, they could be locked up somewhere, unable to respond to my summons. Worse, they could be dead—though I did not believe the Whitish would stoop so quickly to that level of cruelty. They would lose support if they took unjustifiably extreme actions against civilians. 

	Even so, dread curdled in my stomach with each passing day. We had spent so much time planning and preparing, yet in truth, we had no idea what we would face within the city walls. 

	“We have yet to decide where you and your closest supporters intend to position yourselves,” my father said one day, while we went over our maps and plans in the sitting room yet again. “If you ride at the head of your army, you will make an obvious target, and you will be in great danger even if the gates open to us.” 

	“I intend to enter the city with my refugees,” I said at once. It had been my plan all along. “When the bell summons my soldiers to fight, they will need someone to follow.” 

	“And it could just as easily be Prince Leoth or myself,” my father said sternly. “Disguising yourself is a risk I’m not willing to take. You might be recognized.” 

	“I hope to win others to my cause,” I said, giving him a sharp look. He was acting once more as though he held authority. “There will be citizens in Baylore who are starting to fear the Truthbringers, and if I stand before them and offer an alternative, they might come to my side. They would be less likely to rally around you, a former king with no official authority, and less likely still to join Leoth, who handed their city to the Truthbringers.” 

	I did not look his way, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw him wince. 

	“I want you to lead the main body of my army, Father. Leoth, you can hide with the refugees or join my father—I will leave that choice to you.” 

	“Do you really think people will rally around you?” Mellicante asked. I could see no hint of humor in her expression. “You’ve said many times that people fear and resent you to an irrational degree. Is it worth risking your life on the slim chance a few might look past that?” 

	“It isn’t the majority I hope to win to my side,” I said softly. “It’s the ones driven into hiding by the Truthbringers. The Flamespinners and the forbidden races, the women who have lost businesses under the new law, the men who have married men and the women who have married women. I think they might follow me given the choice.” 

	Mellicante studied me for a long moment before nodding. “Very well.” 

	Somehow, her support meant more than my father’s. 

	“And what will the Whitish think when they see your army approaching, and no sign of you at the front?” my father asked. 

	“Send someone disguised to ride in her place,” Mellicante said at once. 

	“I’ll do it,” Baridya offered. 

	“No!” Mellicante and I said at the same time. 

	I noticed my father did not object. 

	“We were just discussing how much danger I would be in if I rode openly at the head of the army,” I said. “I’m not putting you in the same position.” 

	“You need someone to take that role,” my father said, “or everyone will be looking for you inside the city. We have to wait nearby if you want us ready to enter when the gates open, which means the Truthbringers will be able to get a good look at your army.” 

	“Everyone will race to the gates if they see you approaching,” I said in dismay. “We’d have to fight through the entire force of Truthbringers and city guards. No—I need you to wait over the hill, out of sight, until the cathedral bell starts ringing. Then you can charge toward the city gates while everything descends into chaos, and by that point it won’t matter if I am seen riding at the head of the army or not.” 

	“And who will ring the cathedral bell?” Leoth asked. “Whoever does it is likely to be captured.” 

	“I need someone who will enter the city with me, someone who can pretend to be part of my family if the refugees are separated,” I said. “In fact, I need two people to stay with me—one who will sound the bell and one who will lead a force to open the gates. We will need to coordinate our work to make sure everything happens at the right time.” 

	“I can lead the force to open the gates,” Leoth said quietly. “The soldiers are accustomed to following my command.” 

	I met his eyes—I doubted anyone but I could see how frightened he was. His mouth tightened with determination, and I nodded. I would gladly have him by my side. 

	“And I can ring the bell,” Cal said. “If they try to stop me, I can take them down on my own.” He glanced to his left, as though to see if Nyla would join him, but the chair was empty. 

	I hated the thought of dragging Cal into danger yet again—he was still only fifteen—yet the look he gave me showed a man’s resolve. I knew he was capable. I had thrown him into the heart of the fighting in the battle of Larkhaven, and he had handled himself admirably. 

	When no one objected, I said, “Very well. But you must promise me you won’t allow yourself to be captured or injured. I want you wearing reinforced clothing and a flying cloak, and don’t hesitate to attack anyone who seeks to harm you.” 

	“Yes, Your Majesty,” Cal said. 

	“I’ll go with you as well, Your Majesty,” Viko said from the back of the room. He stood guard near the door, a hand on his sword, his long hair pulled back in a tail. “If something goes wrong, you’ll need someone who can take the place of Prince Leoth or Prince Calden.” 

	I let out a quiet breath. The more people who followed me through the gates, the more of my followers I was putting in danger. I wanted my friends riding with the main force of my army, where sheer numbers would keep them safe. Yet Viko was right. 

	“You may come with me,” I said at last. “But I want to hear no more of it. The rest of you will ride with my army, and you will wait for the cathedral bell to approach.” 

	And for once, they heeded my authority and did not argue. 
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	The Final Approach 

	 

	A messenger arrived the next day with word that the other half of our army had reached Pelek. Apparently they had driven off the residents and taken over the town nearly two quarters past, and they sheltered in the remaining houses until the rest of my army joined them. 

	Meanwhile, preparations were under way for the residents of Valleywall to escape the Whitish army. Nearly half of the town residents planned to move out, either to play the part of refugees or to relocate to King’s Port, and those who would stay were sending away valuables and arranging escape plans. Lord Gabrin was recovering slowly, the infection gone and his wound healed yet his strength so depleted he could not rise from bed. Privately I wondered how much of his ailment was physical and how much was lingering grief. If he did not recover soon enough to ride with my army, we decided he would travel south to King’s Port with the evacuees, and Nyla with him. Cal seemed to dread the thought of Nyla’s departure, but he did not speak of it, and I did not press him. 

	I spent many hours going over our plans with Leoth, Cal, and Viko. Viko had never seen Baylore, so I forced him to memorize every street on our map until he could draw most of the city from memory. If something went wrong and he had to step into Cal’s or Leoth’s place, he would need to know how to find his way either to the gates or to the cathedral, no matter where in the city he ended up. 

	At last our foot soldiers arrived. They were a ragged horde; nearly fifty had died of cold and hunger, and those who remained were thinner than before, their clothes caked in mud. I decided to give them a few days to rest in Valleywall while those of us who would play the part of refugees started the painstaking final slog to Baylore. The foot soldiers would take our horses and weapons; we could not risk trying to smuggle swords into Baylore. If we gave the city guards any reason for suspicion, our whole plan would be ruined. 

	The night before I left, I sat with my friends around Lord Hemrith’s fireplace, each of us nursing a steaming mug, each lost in our own worries. After so many days of planning and preparing, I could not shake the fear I had guessed wrong and we were marching to our doom. 

	We would leave at daybreak, so we said our farewells that night by the fire. Baridya embraced me, eyes filled with tears, and said, “I’m sorry I doubted you. After hearing what happened in Larkhaven—” She sniffed. “Take care of yourself, Kalleah. We’ll be lost without you.” 

	I clung to her, breathing in the lavender scent of her hair, terrified I would never see her again. “You take care of yourself too. I need you, Baridya. I can’t rule without my friends by my side.” 

	When I released her at last, she turned away, mopping her eyes on her sleeve. 

	Mellicante gave me a brief, tight squeeze next, her expression grim. “We’re counting on you. If this fails, Itrea will be a very different place. Not the sort of kingdom I want to live in.” 

	“I know,” I said. 

	When we broke apart, Mellicante wrapped an arm around Baridya’s shoulders and let her cry into her shoulder. Even Mellicante’s eyes were dark and troubled. What fears had she kept from me? 

	At least I did not have to say goodbye to Leoth and Cal. Draining the last of my drink, I gave each a grim smile. Then I rose and padded away. Now that I had said goodbye to my dearest friends, I could not stand to be in their company any longer. It felt as though a rock was pressing onto my chest, squeezing the air from my lungs. 

	My father was in his room when I found him, pacing and muttering to himself, his belongings stacked in several tidy mounds. He turned on his heel and froze when he saw me. 

	“Kalleah. Thank you for stopping by. I wanted to go over final details with you once more.” 

	We had spoken of our plans half a dozen times, but I suspected this was his way of dealing with nerves. 

	“Our full army will ride less than a day behind you, and once we draw near, we will wait just out of sight.” My father resumed his pacing as he spoke. “Inside the city, you will send Prince Calden to ring the bell and summon forth your soldiers, and Prince Leoth will gather these soldiers into a force large enough to secure the gatehouse and open the city gates.” 

	“That’s right,” I said, but my father did not seem to hear. He was speaking for his own benefit. 

	“Meanwhile, we will be charging closer, ready to enter the city as soon as the gates open. We will sweep up Market Street and into the palace before the Truthbringers can stop us.” My father stopped pacing abruptly and turned to frown at me. “What I don’t understand is, where will you be amidst this chaos? How do you intend to gather support while the city descends into fighting all around you?” 

	I had imagined myself standing on the rim of the fountain in the main square, calling out to those who might support me, summoning my civilians to join the fight. But my father would never agree with that plan. It put me in too much danger. 

	Instead I said, “I have no idea what to expect once we make it through the walls. I will be wherever I can do the most good without risking my life. I hope you can trust me to look after myself, Father.” This last I said sharply. 

	My father just looked at me with his forehead creased, jaw working. 

	“I know it’s not a very good plan!” I said. “But it’s the best we could do given the circumstances. I just came here to say goodbye, in case—” 

	“Goodbye, Kalleah. I wish you the best of luck.” My father gave me a stiff hug, and then I stalked back to my room, wishing I hadn’t spoken to him at all. 

	Later that night, Dakolth came to visit me. If not for his haggard face and the dark circles under his eyes, I would have been surprised by the impropriety. Instead, I ushered him in and bade him sit while I fetched him a glass of water. 

	“What is it? How is Lord Gabrin?” 

	Dakolth shook his head. “It’s not that. He is well, apart from his lack of strength—he will survive. But I wanted to give you something before you leave. I hate to do this, but…” 

	“What?” 

	Dakolth produced a vial from his pocket. “This is a powerful painkiller my people use when our healing magic is not enough. I thought…”

	“Yes?” 

	He rubbed his eyes. “If you were tortured, this might help you withstand the pain longer than most could bear. You’ll pay for it, with headaches and nausea several hours later, but if it came to that…” Dakolth sighed. “I hope it’s not necessary. I heard what Prince Leoth endured, though, and I could not stomach the thought of you receiving similar treatment.” 

	My stomach clenched. But Dakolth was right. Unsteadily, I took the vial. “Thank you.” 

	“I pray you will never have need of it.” 

	 

	I barely slept that night, alternately tossing in my bed and pacing my room. So much could go wrong; it would be a miracle if we actually took Baylore with our starved, badly-trained army. Even calling it an army was laughable compared to the sea of armored Whitish soldiers Lord Gabrin had described sweeping through Larkhaven. 

	When the knock came at my door before sunrise, I was already dressed and waiting, my head remarkably clear despite the lack of sleep. All arrangements for our subterfuge had been made in secret, in case Whitish spies were watching Valleywall, and we had decided to stage our departure as though our soldiers were driving out the townspeople. 

	I had left my usual clothes behind with Baridya and now wore the winter layers of a tavern girl. Though most of the residents of Valleywall were prosperous and well-dressed, we thought the Truthbringers would be suspicious if this batch of refugees looked like anything other than desperate peasants, so we had scrounged together the dirtiest, most threadbare clothes we could get our hands on. 

	A clammy mist lay thick over Valleywall, hiding even the closest houses from view. In the lingering darkness, bushes looked like spies or assassins and distant lamplight could have been flames. 

	While my army hustled us along with shouts and the rasp of swords being drawn, their voices disembodied in the mist, we tried to coordinate our flight in tense whispers. 

	“Is that you?” 

	“Where are the wagons?” 

	“I don’t even know where the main road is.” 

	“Follow us. Shh.” 

	“Did you remember the sacks of grain from Vargan’s shed?” 

	“Where’s your coat? You’ll freeze to death before the first night is up!”

	Huddling close to Leoth and Cal, I followed the whispers through the mist-shrouded town, the sky lightening gradually as we walked. 

	By the time we reached the main road leading to Baylore, a crowd had gathered, pressing close together as though to guard themselves against whatever monsters lurked in the mist. 

	“Are the wagons ready?” I asked a woman who appeared to be in charge of a sizeable group of refugees. 

	“I think so. Hard to tell in this mist.” 

	“Then let’s go.” 

	Though my orders were whispered, I heard the command passing through the assembled refugees and soldiers, and soon the whole sea of bodies was shuffling down the road. I had to be careful not to act as though I led the refugees, so we moved in a haphazard cluster, much slower than if we had been marching in formation. From what I could see of those nearby, our disguises were effective. I could not tell the difference between my soldiers and the residents of Valleywall, and we all looked like farmers rather than city folk. 

	The mist grew thicker and damper as we descended into Baylore Valley, and my hope that the sun would burn it off was dashed when the light began to fade in late afternoon. My imagination conjured up visions of archers lining up on either side of the road, waiting to pick us off as we passed unwittingly within their range; we were incredibly vulnerable out here, especially with the fog erasing our surroundings. If the Truthbringers realized I traveled among this group of refugees, it would be the end of us. We had no way to fight back. 

	We had no tents, because it would have ruined our disguise—no one but merchants and soldiers had a reason to sleep in the open—and we gave the roadside inns a wide berth. After an unsatisfying meal of boiled potatoes with salt, I curled up under several heavy wool blankets far from the rest of the army and tried to sleep. The mist quickly soaked through both blankets, and before long I was shivering. 

	Never had I hated my power more. The rest of my pretend refugees—nearly a thousand in all—were huddled together to share body warmth, a solid mass of people. Meanwhile, I was forced to sleep alone, or my power would kill those nearest to me. 

	Soon I was so cold I could lie still no longer. Though my head felt stuffy from lack of sleep, I jogged up the road and back again several times, a Weaver’s crystal on a chain around my neck casting hazy light through the gloom. 

	When I reached the wagons for the third time, a hazy figure detached itself from the shadows. “Kalleah? Is that you?” 

	It was Leoth. “What are you doing here?” 

	“I saw someone running, and for a moment I thought we were under attack. Then I realized you were running away from camp. You’re the only person who would be crazy enough to go for a midnight run. What are you doing?” 

	“I’m bloody freezing!” 

	Leoth’s eyes widened. “Of course. Gods, I’m so sorry.” Leoth kicked at a rock, his arms folded for warmth. “What if I shared my body warmth with you, just long enough for you to fall asleep? Isn’t an hour—”

	“No. Absolutely not. What if we both fell asleep, and I woke up to find you dead?” 

	“I wouldn’t—” 

	“No. As much as you try to stay awake, you’ll drift off eventually. That’s how it works. By the time you start to wonder if you should move, it will be too late. You won’t have the strength to wake up and get away from me.” 

	Leoth let out his breath through his teeth in a hiss. “That’s rotten. I hate seeing you suffer like this.” 

	“It’s only until we reach Baylore. Then I’ll be nice and toasty, especially if they decide to set fire to us.” 

	He grimaced. “I don’t want to think about it. Here—come here.” He unbuttoned his coat and held open his arms, and I sank gratefully into his embrace. With his coat wrapped around us both, his body warmth took the edge off the chill that had gripped me. 

	We stood there for a long time, not speaking, my face nestled in Leoth’s neck until my shivering subsided. I was aware of every contour of his body as it pressed against mine. If we were both to die when we reached Baylore, every stolen moment was priceless. 

	“Kalleah—” 

	“I’m warm enough now.” I had to leave now, or I would never manage to tear myself away. “Thank you for—for everything.” 

	As I loosened my arms, Leoth kissed me softly. “Goodnight.” 

	Turning away from him and retreating to my cold pile of blankets took every fragment of my self-control. 

	 

	When we reached Pelek, we were forced to camp outside the town to keep up appearances. It was torture seeing the smoke rising from chimneys and the cheerful lamps glowing from within. 

	The half of our army now waiting in Pelek had fared better than my half; distances between towns were shorter on the road they had taken, and the farms within Baylore Valley did not appear to be suffering from food shortages the way Ferndell and Borderville were. They were ready to set fire to Pelek and march on Baylore as soon as my father arrived with the rest of the army. 

	Several days later, we passed the torched remains of Twenty-League Town, where the only signs of life were a few half-starved chickens scratching around in the frozen ground. 

	Then, at last, we came in sight of Baylore once more. 

	The sight of the city walls sent a shiver of apprehension up my spine. This was where we would die, where all our schemes and preparations would be dashed to pieces against the might of the Truthbringers. I could see no way through this fight. 

	I wanted to speak to my followers, to reassure them with the same empty words I clung to, but I could not single myself out in case we were being watched. Instead I listened to the muttering that passed through those nearby and tried not to see the desperation in their eyes. I wondered how many regretted following me now that the time had come. 

	“Stay close to me, Kalleah,” Leoth whispered as we started down the final stretch of road toward Baylore. 

	I frowned at him. Leoth, Cal, and Viko would need to remain nearby for us to carry out our plan, but I didn’t think that was what he referred to. Then I recognized pain in Leoth’s eyes, fear in the way his jaw tightened. Though the physical signs of his torture had faded, he would never be free of the darkness the Truthbringers had seeded in his mind. 

	“I’ll stay with you,” I said softly. 

	As we drew near, the Truthbringers watching from atop the wall closed ranks over the gates, bows raised. 

	“Bloody Varse,” I breathed. “I hope they didn’t shoot our refugees down before they even reached the city.” 

	Though my followers slowed when they came within range of the archers, they did not stop. Pride and guilt warred within me. These people had put their lives in my hands, and I was sure I would fail them. 

	Closer we walked, until I could no longer make out the watchers on the wall. 

	My stomach churned with fear. Was this it? Would our long march end before we even reached Baylore? 

	Then, at long last, the gates ground open. 

	 

	 

	
20

	The Warehouse

	 

	A man in white robes rode out to meet us. As he drew near, I recognized his grandfatherly air, his quiet authority. He was smiling without menace. 

	“The Master,” Leoth whispered. His head was down, his lips pinched, and I realized from the unsteady rhythm of his breathing that he was fighting off panic. 

	“Was he there when—”

	“Yes.” Leoth’s quiet voice was harsh. “He might recognize me. If he does, leave me and continue alone. He won’t think anything of Cal or Viko.” 

	I glanced at him, my heart thudding against my ribs. If they took him, what would they do to him? We had smeared our faces with dirt and let our hair grow knotted and filthy, and most of my hair was hidden beneath a farmer’s plain scarf, but suddenly our efforts seemed laughably inadequate. 

	“Welcome to Baylore,” the Master said in deep, reassuring tones. He spread his arms as if to embrace the refugees. “We have received countless reports of the demon queen’s campaign of terror, and have housed many who lost their homes just like you. Baylore will receive you with open arms. Come, bring your families, and escape the pillaging of the greatest enemy Itrea has ever faced.” 

	“Can we stay the winter?” a man shouted from near the front of the crowd. I hadn’t given any orders to speak out, so I was unsure whether he was one of my soldiers or a resident from Valleywall. “We brought enough of our harvest to see us through ’til spring, it’s just shelter we’re needing. My wife near froze to death two days ago, and a storm’s on its way. I can tell.” 

	A murmur of assent passed through the crowd, and I fought back a smile. They were playing their parts well. 

	“We have many kind families willing to host you through the winter, and we have set up lodging in the palace grounds as well. Your harvest bounty will be well received. We have heard reports that the demon queen’s army is not far from our gates, so we must prepare for siege. It will be a trying winter for us all if we are to survive her attack. Follow me, please. We have a few small details to attend to before we find shelter for you.” 

	Shouts of “Thank you!” and “Praise the gods!” rose from my followers. The second was risky; if the Truthbringers were followers of Varos, they might not trust anyone who pretended to follow the Nine. Moreover, none of us were sufficiently well-versed in religion to answer questions about our supposed faith if pressed. But that worry was insignificant compared to everything else that awaited us. 

	At least we were allowed through the gates. That had been our greatest hurdle. 

	My followers swarmed forward, forming a block at the city wall as they all tried to pass through at once. While we waited our turn to pass through, armed guards in white uniforms emerged from the small side entrance and relieved my followers of their wagons and other belongings. 

	“We need to store this properly,” one of the guards said when questioned. “There won’t be space for you to lug these around until we find proper housing for everyone.” 

	“Besides,” another guard added, “we need to check these for vermin. We can’t risk a plague entering the city with so many people crammed together.” 

	It was all very reasonable. The Truthbringers were playing a clever game. With no news passing through the gates, my people would believe every lie they were told. The Truthbringers would have shared news about my army’s campaign of evil in the way that most benefitted them, and my people would welcome their Whitish saviors without question. 

	At last I was through the gates. But instead of starting up the main street, we were led left, into the narrow, empty alleyways of the Warehouse District. Truthbringers and white-clad guards surrounded my followers, every one of them armed; they were taking no chances. 

	The farther we retreated into the Warehouse District, the more my misgivings grew. Were we actually going to be provided housing, or were we being led to our deaths? If the Truthbringers turned on us now, no one would hear us scream. 

	Eventually we stopped outside a towering brick warehouse with no windows. I craned my neck to see if I could make out what lay within, but the doorway was too narrow and the interior thick with shadows. I wanted to ask Leoth what he thought was happening, but the guards were too close. They would hear us even if we whispered. 

	When I reached the doors, I kept my head down and tried to keep a vacant expression on my face, like a commoner who had experienced so many unspeakable horrors that I had lost all hope for the future. I received a thorough—and invasive—patting down from the guard at the door, who leered at me when he finally let me pass. Beside him lay a small pile of potential weapons that had been confiscated from my followers: several eating knives, an axe, and two walking canes. 

	Finally I got a glimpse of what lay within the warehouse. The room was partitioned off by brick walls that reached less than a halfway to the high ceiling, and my false refugees milled around in an open area devoid of furnishings. Near the back of the open space, where the brick partitions created a hallway leading to the rear of the warehouse, a Truthbringer sat at a table with an enormous book open before him. 

	“Next,” he called, and a grey-haired woman shuffled forward. I pushed my way through the crowd, wondering what was happening and whether we could escape if my people were being harmed. But when I reached the front of the crowd and peered at the book, a guard shoved me back. 

	“Wait your turn, missy,” he growled. 

	I retreated to the middle of the crowd, clutching the vial with Dakolth’s painkiller in my pocket. I hoped I would not need it. 

	As I watched my followers present themselves one by one to the Truthbringer with the enormous book, then vanish down the hall, I began to notice certain trends. Families were allowed to approach together, and those with lighter skin were treated more gently than the others. There were a few young children among our ranks—their families had been unwilling to risk the long journey south to King’s Port and genuinely hoped to find refuge in Baylore—and the Truthbringer smiled indulgently at these children and their mothers. 

	“We need to stay together,” I said under my breath to Leoth and Cal. I did not dare look at them, and tried to move my lips as little as possible. “You can pretend to be my brother, Cal, and Leoth will be my husband.” 

	“Will they believe us if we don’t have rings?” Leoth asked out of the corner of his mouth. 

	A young woman had been listening to us, and she put a finger to her lips. Then she tugged on the sleeve of the man beside her; as we watched, a ripple of whispers and nudges passed through the crowd. A few minutes later, the man slipped something into her hand, and she pressed it into my palm. 

	I blinked. She had somehow found us a pair of wedding rings, both simple bands without jewels, the sort farmers would wear. 

	“Their owners have partners who stayed behind to fight for Valleywall,” she whispered, not looking at me. “It will be easier if they don’t have to explain why they came to Baylore alone.” 

	“Thank you,” I breathed. Maybe we would make it through this after all. 

	Leoth and I slipped on the wedding bands. Mine was too large, but it only had to last long enough for us to escape this warehouse together. 

	“Where do you want me?” Viko asked softly, his breath tickling my ear. 

	“You can go right before us,” I whispered back. “Wait for us in Wolfskin Alley. If an hour passes and we don’t join you, I need you to make your way up to the main square and ring the cathedral bell. My followers will know what that means.” 

	Viko gave a tiny nod, and I tried not to think too much about the fact that he would be alone and unarmed, with no way of fighting if someone tried to block his way up the cathedral tower. 

	Hours passed. I shuffled around, trying not to drain too much power from any one person, while around me the crowd began to dwindle. Eventually the slat of light beneath the doorway faded. Night had fallen. 

	At last the Truthbringer keeping records slammed his huge book shut. “We’ll finish processing you lot tomorrow.” 

	He rose and stumped away, the book under one arm, while additional guards filed in to watch us through the night. Out of the thousand pretend refugees who had entered Baylore today, fewer than two hundred remained in this room, and we were supervised by nearly fifty guards. 

	Just after the door thudded closed and a key scraped in the lock, I heard a scream from outside, which was swiftly silenced. In the dim lamplight, I traded frightened looks with Leoth, Cal, and Viko. 

	“Maybe it was just a beggar on the streets,” Leoth muttered, though he shifted uneasily. 

	We were fed a watery gruel, and then came the challenge of figuring out where I would sleep without drawing attention to myself or draining the life from those around me. If my followers cleared a space around me, the guards might deduce what I was, and if I spent the night walking around to avoid affecting anyone too much, they would single me out and might recognize me. 

	Eventually I decided I would lie awake for an hour at a time before crawling my way to a different part of the room. If I moved slowly enough, hopefully the guards would not notice. 

	The night passed with agonizing slowness. Several times I caught myself drifting off and woke in a panic, afraid hours had gone by without my notice. Each time I did this, I shook the people around me just to be sure they were still alive before crawling to a new part of the room. 

	If there hadn’t been so many blasted guards, I might have tried sleeping close to them in hopes I could finish off a few and break out of the warehouse before anyone realized we were missing. But that would raise suspicion as well, and the last thing I needed was anyone looking at me too closely. 

	Morning arrived at long last. While the guards bustled around with breakfast—leftover gruel from the night before—I fell deeply asleep and only woke when Leoth dragged me to my feet.

	“It’s nearly our turn,” he whispered. 

	Breakfast had long since been cleared away, and the remaining refugees had formed something of a line approaching the table. Before long, we were at the front, and the Truthbringer waved us forward. 

	“Welcome to Baylore,” he said perfunctorily. “What are your names?” 

	I had an answer ready; after watching my followers disappear one by one, I surmised the Truthbringer’s massive book was a register of sorts. “My name is Baridya, and this is my husband, Carrick, and my brother, Molenk.” I had chosen names I knew, because I was likely to forget them otherwise. 

	“Surnames?” 

	“My wife and I are Applegroves, and her brother is a Cartwright,” Leoth said smoothly. 

	The Truthbringer jotted these down. From what I could read upside down, his spelling was atrocious. “Where are your homes?” 

	“In Valleywall,” I said, sniffing loudly and dabbing at my eyes. “If they’re still standing, that is.” 

	“What are your professions?” 

	“Farmers, Your Lordship.” I used the wrong title deliberately. “And my brother is an apprentice merchant.” 

	“Do you have family in Baylore?” 

	“I’ve got a second cousin working in the stables,” Leoth said. “Name of Yosh. I don’t know if he’d have space to put us up, but he might be able to sort something out with our distant family.” 

	The Truthbringer made another note. “Very well. If you’ll continue through that way, we’ll do a final check before we find a place for you to stay.” 

	As we walked down the brick-lined hallway, I let out my breath in relief. They didn’t suspect anything. 

	A white-uniformed guard fell into step with us as we turned the corner, and directed us into a room that was empty apart from two wooden benches and a barrel filled with water. When we sat on one bench, he settled onto the other. 

	“Please remove your clothes,” the guard said. “Just a routine check. We need to wash you and your clothes to prevent the spread of disease.” 

	Leoth shot me a horrified look. 

	No. I gulped down panic. I knew exactly why the Truthbringers were insisting everyone strip, and it had nothing to do with disease prevention. 

	“Sorry,” I squeaked. “Do we really have to do this? Only—” 

	“If you’re ashamed of undressing in front of your family, I’ll have another guard escort you to the room next door.” 

	“No!” I said hurriedly. I didn’t want to be separated from Leoth and Cal. “It’s fine. I’m just nervous, it’s all.” 

	My blush was not faked; on top of my fear of Leoth’s scars being uncovered, I was embarrassed by the thought of stripping in front of strangers. 

	Then I remembered the vial in my pocket. If our clothes were taken away for cleaning, I would never see it again. 

	Slipping a hand into my pocket and palming the vial, I reached beneath my hair as though to undo the top buttons of my dress. Instead I shoved the vial into the knotted mass of my hair, hoping against hope that it would stay in place. 

	Leoth was still standing as though turned to stone, his pupils dilated in fear. 

	I shrugged off my coat and began unbuttoning my barmaid’s dress, working slowly in case it would give Leoth a chance to come up with an excuse to remain clothed. Glancing sideways at me, Cal turned to the wall and pulled off his shirt. His face was scarlet. 

	Leoth stared at me, face blank with panic, as though begging for a way out. I could offer none. 

	“Come on, strip!” the guard barked. “What are you hiding?” 

	I gave Leoth the tiniest nod. If he didn’t comply, the guards would use force, and they would be predisposed to treat him harshly. 

	Slowly, his movements jerky, Leoth let his coat fall to the ground and fumbled with the laces at the neck of his tunic. Cal now stood naked, hunched toward the wall, while I continued to unbutton my dress as slowly as possible. 

	I kept scanning the room, trying to find a way out of this mess, but there was none. At the very least, the Truthbringers would imprison or execute Leoth for his forbidden blood. And if we were unlucky, they would recognize him for who he was and uncover our whole scheme. 

	Leoth untied his pants and let them fall to the floor, his shirt now hanging loose. His legs were smooth and unscarred. 

	He met my eyes one last time, and his eyes glistened with tears. 

	Then he tugged his shirt off. 

	The guard staggered backward and shouted in alarm. “Backup! We need backup! We have a demon trying to poison our city!” 

	He seized a spear I hadn’t noticed and slammed the blunt end into Leoth’s back. 

	Leoth went sprawling facedown on the floor, his scars easily visible—puckered ridges that ran the length of his arms and traced two parallel lines down from his shoulders to his waist. He didn’t even try to regain his feet. 

	Five more guards and Truthbringers hurtled into the room, all brandishing swords. 

	“He’s there! Right there!” 

	“Seize him!” one of the Truthbringers roared. “We must cleanse the city of his filth. We’ll show people what happens when demons try to destroy the sanctity of our land.” 

	Two guards grabbed Leoth by the shoulders and dragged him to his feet, while a third bound his wrists in cuffs behind his back. 

	“Wait!” I cried. “That’s my husband! What are you doing with him?” 

	Leoth shook his head, eyes wide. 

	“Take her in for questioning,” the Truthbringer demanded. “Strip her and check her for any signs of forbidden blood. The boy too. They’re all guilty of conspiring against our city.” 

	“No!” I shouted. “Don’t take him!” 

	Leoth shook his head. “Leave me,” he gasped, while another guard tried to wrestle him through the door. “Take care of yourself. I—I love you.” 

	“At least let me say goodbye!” In a moment of blind panic, I seized the vial with the painkiller from my hair. The guards holding Leoth had paused, so I threw myself at him and wrapped an arm around his neck. With my other hand, I pressed the vial into his palm. 

	“It’s a painkiller,” I breathed into his ear. “Take it before they torture you.” 

	Then I released him and watched him stumble away, numb. 
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	Interrogation

	 

	Leoth was gone. That was the only thing I could focus on. 

	The guards didn’t bother handcuffing me; one simply grabbed me by the arm and dragged me through the door. Cal watched me with horror, still naked. I didn’t bother resisting. I hoped Leoth would be able to swallow the painkiller before the guards discovered it. I didn’t want to imagine how much agony he would face otherwise. 

	Down a maze of halls and along the back wall of the warehouse, the guards finally yanked me through an iron door into a tiny, airless room made from several layers of bricks. We were still within the warehouse, but I guessed no sound would leave the room. In the middle, visible only by the flickering light of a single candle, stood a wooden bench with four sets of handcuffs attached to chains. 

	“Strip,” the guard growled. “Unless you want me to do it for you.” 

	This time I obeyed without question. Fear for Leoth had dulled my senses; I had no energy left to worry about myself. 

	The Truthbringers showed no mercy to the forbidden races. The very fact that he had entered the city was a death sentence. I needed to find a way to rescue Leoth before it was too late. 

	While I stood naked and shivering, two more guards and a Truthbringer in white robes slipped into the room and bolted the door. 

	The Truthbringer took me by the shoulders and spun me slowly, scrutinizing my palms, arms, back, and face for any sign of forbidden blood. He scrubbed a thumb across my cheek, checking whether I wore face powder to cover the dark root-patterned marks that identified a Braider, and even dragged my jaw open to look into my mouth, though I wasn’t sure what he hoped to see there. I was very fortunate my power did not have any visible manifestations. I should never have allowed Leoth to accompany me into the city. It was selfishness that had swayed me—a desire to remain close to him if we were both to face our deaths. But I should have ordered him to stay behind. I should have chosen someone else to lead the charge on the city gates. It might have saved his life. 

	Once the Truthbringer finished his examination, the first guard thrust my dress into my hands. “Put this on. We don’t want you freezing to death before we finish.” 

	In my panic, I had hardly registered the cold. Now, as I slipped into the barmaid’s dress once again, the cold fabric sent chills through me. 

	“Onto the bench,” the first guard said. “If you answer our questions at once, we’ll go easy on you.” 

	I crawled onto the bench and allowed the guards to shackle me in place. Lying there, I felt oddly disembodied, as though I watched myself from a distance. Now that Leoth was in danger, nothing else seemed to matter. Why did I care for the fate of Baylore’s people when they were willing to tear us apart like wolves? 

	I tried to shake away these thoughts. I had to remember who I was. My kingdom came first. It had to. 

	“Why were you trying to smuggle a Curse-Weaver into Baylore?” the Truthbringer asked. 

	“I didn’t know what he was,” I said, wide-eyed. 

	“You claim he’s your husband. Surely you’ve seen his scars.” 

	“He said they were from a horse-racing accident.” I twisted on the table. “What did you call him?” 

	“A Curse-Weaver. He’s one of the deadliest of the forbidden races. His kind have no place in Itrea. I think you’re lying, and I need to know why you wanted him in here.” 

	“No, I’m telling the truth! I swear! I had no idea what he was!” 

	One of the guards slapped me so hard the side of my head cracked against the bench. I did not have to feign the gasp of pain or the tears that sprang to my eyes. 

	“Your husband is going to receive fifty lashes for his sins, in the main square,” the Truthbringer growled. “Then he will burn. You will join him unless you tell us why you’re here.” 

	“We just wanted to escape the demon queen. Please. We didn’t mean any harm. My husband has never hurt anyone in his life.” 

	 One of the guards drew a thin, deadly-sharp dagger. He flipped over my hand and laid the tip gently on my palm. 

	“I think you are conspiring with the demon queen,” the Truthbringer said. “Where is she now? When does she plan to strike?” 

	“I don’t know! She was in Valleywall when I left, but she drove us out of our homes. I don’t have anything to do with her.” 

	“That’s a lie. All forbidden vermin flocks to her side.” 

	The guard dragged his dagger down my palm, tearing deep into my skin. 

	I screamed. 

	Blood pooled in the center of my palm, and my fingers twitched closed around the cut. I gasped as the movement tore at the gash, black spots dappling my vision—this was agony beyond anything I had endured. 

	A second guard forced my fingers flat and mopped up the blood, taking care to drag his cloth roughly over the wound with each pass. I whimpered and strained against my shackles, unable to think past the pain. 

	“That was just a taste,” the Truthbringer said. “Do you want to reconsider your story, or would you like more of the same?” 

	“Don’t, please don’t hurt me,” I moaned. “I swear I don’t know anything.” I had to be strong for Leoth. For Itrea. 

	The guard shoved the flat of his blade into the slit in my palm and pressed down hard. 

	I screamed again, but when I tried to draw breath, the pain overwhelmed me. Nausea rose in my throat, and my vision blackened. 

	 

	When I woke, the pain felt muted. I must not have been unconscious for long, because the Truthbringer and three guards still stood around me. I struggled to sit up, forgetting I was still bound, and nausea surged through me. I retched up my breakfast onto the floor, choking and wheezing. 

	I wiped my mouth on my shoulder, swallowing back the sour taste of vomit. 

	How did people survive this? How had Leoth kept his sanity? He had endured far worse than I. 

	I needed a plan. If this kept up, I wouldn’t last much longer. 

	Was Leoth being tortured even now, or were the Truthbringers waiting for the public lashing they had promised? Would they recognize him? I dared to hope they wouldn’t. If Olleack was still ruling, the Master would not want to undermine him by spreading word of his son’s forbidden blood. Filthy as Leoth was, and with his scars clearly showing, he would look like nothing more than a common criminal. 

	But if the Master saw him…what then? Would he hide the truth or use it as an excuse to seize Olleack’s throne? 

	The wet slap of a mop brought my hazy senses back to the tiny room. One of the guards was cleaning up my vomit. 

	“Go a bit easier on her,” the Truthbringer said. “We won’t get anything out of her if we kill her before she talks.” 

	“Don’t worry,” the guard said. “They can survive much longer than you’d think.” 

	“What if we torture her husband while she watches?” 

	The Truthbringer shook his head. “I don’t think they’re married at all.” He grabbed my uninjured left hand. “See that ring? It’s much too large for her. They’ve concocted the whole story. She probably doesn’t care a whit for him.” 

	“What about her brother?” 

	“I don’t believe that either. They don’t look enough alike.” 

	Panic squeezed my chest. I had completely forgotten about Cal. Was he safe, or was he chained up like me? How would I find him if I managed to escape this place? 

	“Keep going, but no more blood for now. You know how women are with blood.” 

	I wanted to laugh hysterically at the Truthbringer’s assumption, but I passed it off as a weak cough. How could he think I cared about a little blood when he had just cut my hand open? With every heartbeat, the cut throbbed. 

	This time the guard produced a hammer that he hefted, his eyes flickering down my limbs and across my chest. Then, with a rush of air, he slammed it onto the end of my ring finger. 

	I yelped and curled my fingers around the throbbing pain. 

	“What’s your real name, girl? Did you march west with the demon queen’s army? Are you a Larkhavener seduced by her lies?” 

	“My name is Baridya, and I’m from Valleywall,” I said faintly. Through the fog that had smothered my thoughts, I couldn’t remember the surname Leoth had given us. I hoped I wouldn’t be pressed for it. 

	Then a hazy idea came to me. If I could hold out for an hour, my interrogators would fall asleep and I would be able to escape. That is, if they unlocked the cuffs shackling me to the bench before then. 

	I had to play this carefully. If I resisted too much, they might ramp up their torture until I lost my mind and told the truth. But if I spoke too soon, they might haul me off to kill me before my power worked on them. 

	Now that I had a plan, my mind began to clear. I could endure this. 

	I had to. 

	The guard slammed his hammer onto another finger. 

	I yelled out and struggled against my cuffs. 

	“What’s your husband’s name?” 

	“Cor—Carrick.” 

	“What was that?”

	“His name is Carrick.” I made my voice high and breathy and frightened. 

	The guard brought his hammer down on my ankle. This time my yelp of pain was genuine. The Truthbringer barked out questions in an endless loop, and each time my answer was unsatisfactory, the hammer bit into another soft piece of flesh. 

	“What’s your name?” 

	“What’s your surname?” 

	“What are your parents’ names?” 

	“Where did you live?” 

	“How old are you?” 

	“What is your husband’s name?” 

	“What is your brother’s name?” 

	I couldn’t think up lies fast enough to keep up with his questions. The first names that sprang to mind when he asked about my parents were Mellicante and Gabrin—I hoped he was not familiar with Lord Gabrin—and I gave my real birthdate by accident. 

	At last the hammer blows stilled. The Truthbringer lifted my right hand to examine the still-bleeding gash. “You are clearly lying. You have one more chance to tell us why you are here, or I will cut off your finger.” 

	“No!” I clenched my hands in fists, disregarding the sudden, agonizing throbbing from the open wound. 

	How much time had passed? Could I start telling my fabricated story now and stretch it long enough to put them to sleep? I had heard stories of men bleeding to death when they lost a finger; I wasn’t sure the Truthbringers would care enough to tend to it properly. 

	“I’ll—I’ll tell you,” I gasped out. 

	The Truthbringer moved closer to my head, quiet triumph evident in his eyes. “Very well. I was right to suspect you of treason.” 

	I swallowed. “But I n-need to sit up. I’m going to pass out otherwise.” 

	I must have looked pale and sickly, because the guards obeyed my request, unlocking my manacles and lifting me onto a hard wood chair. There was no danger, as far as they could see—I was not about to overpower four armed men much larger than I. 

	Once I was sitting, the blood rushed back to my head, and I fought to remain upright. If I collapsed now, I would go straight back onto the table. 

	“Whenever you’re ready, lass,” the Truthbringer said. 

	I clutched the seat of the chair with my left hand, digging in my nails until the nausea and dizziness passed. Now that I could see the wound on the palm of my right hand, it looked worse than it had felt. 

	“We’ve been planning it for ages now,” I began shakily. I had only the haziest idea of what I would say, and hoped it would come to me as I spoke. “Queen Kalleah called for the forbidden races to join her in her stronghold.” 

	One of the guards spat. “Only traitors call her by her false title.” 

	“Are you admitting you have forbidden blood?” the Truthbringer asked. 

	“N-no, of course not. But my f-fiancé was summoned, and I decided to go with him.” 

	“So this Carrick—or whatever his name is—really is your fiancé.” 

	“Yes.” 

	“And you knew he was a demon-spawn with forbidden blood, but you wished to tie yourself to him nonetheless.” 

	“It isn’t so much of a problem where I’m from.” I sniffed and rubbed at my eyes with the back of my uninjured hand. “Lots of the forbidden races end up living in villages around Itrea, and they mostly don’t cause any problems.” 

	“Or so you say,” one of the guards muttered. 

	I ignored him. “My fiancé isn’t dangerous any longer. The reason he’s got those scars is because the source of his power was removed. If he was still dangerous, he’d have little black scaly bits growing out of him like bat wings.” 

	All four men looked uneasy at the way this conversation was going, as though my words might contaminate them. 

	“Tell us about what you were doing for the demon queen. What’s this stronghold you speak of?” 

	I cringed away from the Truthbringer. “Sorry. I’m trying. There were lots of us who joined Queen Kalleah. She spoke such wonderful things. She had a vision of a different world, a world where my fiancé might be able to run a successful business without prejudice.” 

	“And the stronghold?” 

	I blinked hazily at him. The words had slipped out in my desperation to make my story believable—I wasn’t sure what I could tell him without raising suspicion. 

	“Larkhaven,” I said belatedly. “Queen Kalleah took over one of the manors there and began raising an army from there.” 

	“What are you doing in Baylore?” This time the Truthbringer’s voice was louder. 

	I couldn’t delay much longer. “She needed assassins in the city. She told us to sneak through the gates however we could, and kill the Master before the end of Dead-span.” 

	The Truthbringer’s hand leapt to his sword. “How many of you are in the city? Where are your allies?” 

	I hung my head, shoulders shaking gently as though I was crying. “Y-you’re going to hurt Carrick, aren’t you?”

	“He’ll be put to death, as he deserves,” the Truthbringer said dispassionately. “His kind are the scourge of our kingdoms and must be wiped out. You knew that was the consequence of working against us—of bringing his filthy blood into our city—yet you did it anyway. You’re fools and demon-spawn, and you both deserve death.” 

	Out of the corner of my eye, I caught one of the guards yawning; his two fellows immediately followed suit. I rubbed my eyes on the back of my uninjured hand, leaning forward further so the guards couldn’t see the absence of tears. “No, don’t hurt him. Please.” 

	Leoth’s cornered expression when he was forced to strip rose in my memory, and real tears sprang to my eyes. Even if I managed to escape this warehouse, I might be too late to save Leoth. I was powerless against the might of the Truthbringers and their countless followers. 

	“Now, tell me who else is in the city!” 

	I flinched. “W-we were supposed to be the first.” 

	“How were you planning to assassinate the Master? Do you have allies inside the city?” The Truthbringer gripped my wrist. “Speak fast, girl, or get ready to taste my knife.” 

	I had to take a gamble, to give him enough that he would keep listening to me. But if this information left the interrogation room, we would be in trouble. “Queen Kalleah told us the—the palace guards would be loyal to her. We were meant to find them and beg for their help.” I sniffed. “That’s all I know. My fiancé knew about the rest of the plans, not me.” 

	“Find the girl’s fiancé,” the Truthbringer ordered one of his guards. “We need to learn the truth before he burns. See if his story matches hers. There might be more assassins coming soon.” 

	My heart leapt into my throat. I couldn’t let any of my interrogators leave, not now. 

	I grabbed the guard’s wrist as he brushed past. 

	“Please,” I gasped out. 

	He turned to frown at me. I caught his gaze, wishing desperately that I could draw out his strength faster than usual. I imagined bleeding him dry, sucking the life from his limbs like a parasitic vine. 

	“What is—” 

	Then he collapsed. 

	For a split second, I thought I could see a faint golden thread running from his chest toward me. 

	“Demon-spawn! Makhori!” the Truthbringer cried. He leapt to his feet and backed away from me, drawing his dagger. 

	The golden thread dissipated. 

	The fallen guard lay right at my feet. Even though I barely had the strength to stand, I slid his sword from its sheath and staggered to the doorway. 

	The other three advanced on me. How much longer did I have? 

	I hefted the sword in my one good hand—it was much heavier than the sword I had trained with, so it took all my effort to hold my arm steady. 

	“What did you do to that man, demon?” the Truthbringer spat. “Revive him at once!” 

	“I didn’t do anything. I don’t know what happened.” 

	The Truthbringer advanced on me, but he stumbled, his ankle twisting. He was losing strength as well. He caught the table with one hand, dagger still gripped in the other. 

	A second guard lunged at me and dropped to his knees, while the third leaned heavily against the wall, his sword point drooping toward the ground. 

	“Wait a moment,” the Truthbringer said, his voice low with horror. “I know what she is. She’s what they call an Extractor.” 

	The guard leaning against the wall keeled over backward, his mouth open in surprise. 

	The Truthbringer lifted a finger and pointed at me. “That’s the demon queen.” 
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	Wolfskin Alley

	 

	As the energy from my torturers seeped into me, I managed to straighten, my hand no longer shaking. I raised the sword and touched the tip to the Truthbringer’s throat, my grip clumsy in my left hand. He caught my sword against the hilt of his dagger, but he could not harm me from where he stood, slumped heavily against the wood table. 

	“What are you going to do to us?” he asked unsteadily. 

	“I’m going to take what’s rightfully mine.” 

	His knees grew soft. As he fought to stay upright, I knocked aside his dagger and plunged the tip of my sword into his neck. 

	He dropped to his knees. 

	The second guard tried to regain his feet, but he was weak and clumsy. Within seconds, he collapsed backward, asleep. 

	“You’ll—pay—for this,” the Truthbringer gasped, blood dribbling from his throat. 

	“Maybe I will, but so will you and the rest of your treacherous friends.” I shoved the sword in deeper, and he choked one last time, spitting out blood. Then he died. 

	I straightened, wincing as the movement tugged at the bruises on my legs. Slowly I took in the scene around me—the four bodies slumped on the floor, blood spilling from the Truthbringer’s neck. The wooden bench with its manacles hanging open. Again I thought I could see faint gold lines stretching from the three guards toward me, and for reasons I could not explain, I felt the urge to yank on them and reel them in like fishing lines. I shook my head to dispel that delusion, and the gold threads vanished. Even so, I could not dismiss the surge of power that had flooded through me as each man collapsed. 

	Had I drawn in their energy faster than usual? Had I intentionally hastened their collapse? I did not have time to follow that thought just now, but if there was some way for me to gain control over my power, the implications would be huge. 

	For now, I had to rescue Leoth and Cal and find a way out of this warehouse. I hoped Viko was safe. I didn’t have time to worry about him. 

	Wincing, I knelt beside the Truthbringer and wiped my sword on his shirt. A ring of keys hung on his belt, so I unclipped the ring and dropped it in the pocket of my tavern girl’s dress. Next I sliced a strip from the end of his robes and bandaged my hand, using my teeth to tie a knot in the cloth. If I took this one step at a time, I wouldn’t have to confront the reality. Because if I stopped to think, the impossibility of it all would overwhelm me. 

	Blood still leaked from the deep gash in the palm of my hand, staining the strip of cloth, but the pain had dulled to a gentle throb. 

	Now, what should I do with the three guards? Only one looked Whitish, which meant the other two might be regular city guards coerced into working for the enemy. I could leave them sprawled unconscious on the floor—but when they woke, they would spread the word of my return and ruin our chances of taking the city. I felt no sympathy for them. They had tortured me and likely others before me, and they had obeyed the Truthbringers’ orders without question. 

	From one guard, I unbuckled a belt and fastened it around my own waist, sheathing the sword I had taken. From another I took a dagger. 

	Then I had no further excuse for delay. 

	“You chose the wrong side,” I said softly. 

	Then I knelt and slit the throats of all three guards. 

	I hardly remembered the way back to the room where we had first been questioned, but somehow my feet led me there. I tried the door and found it locked, so I knocked. 

	“Hello?” It was Cal. 

	“Are you alone?” I asked, making my voice low and raspy. 

	“Yeah—who is it?” 

	I tried fumbled with the key ring until the door swung open. 

	“Bloody Varse! Kalleah?” Cal staggered a step back. He looked bleary-eyed and disoriented, but he did not appear injured. 

	“Have you seen Leoth?” 

	“Not since you both got dragged away. Cloudy gods, I had no idea he was a—a Curse-Weaver.” This last he said in a whisper. 

	“No time to think about that now. We need to find him before it’s too late.” 

	When Cal showed signs of reluctance, I grabbed his wrist. “Come on. We’ll check all the rooms, and if anyone sees us, we can take them down.” I pressed the dagger into his hand. 

	Cal blinked at it for a moment, still hazy-eyed, and then followed me from the room. From what I had seen so far, I guessed there were not many guards beyond those who had tortured me and hauled Leoth away, so our chances of running into anyone were low.  

	It didn’t take long to look in every room. Most were unlocked, while the murmur of unfamiliar voices rose from others—we didn’t bother trying these. 

	“What happened to your hand?” Cal whispered at one point. 

	“Hush! It’s fine.” 

	Soon we were standing at the back of the warehouse, where the narrow passageway ended in a locked door. Leoth had clearly been moved somewhere else. Was he already in the main square, drawing crowds of onlookers to his public whipping? 

	I had to try several keys before I found one that fit the lock. When the bolt finally rasped open, we slipped into the deserted street, where a thin afternoon sun cast long shadows through the city. 

	“We need to look for Viko,” I said, hugging my arms across my chest for warmth. “Leoth is in trouble. If we’re going to get him to safety and open the gates before nightfall, I need both of you to help.” 

	Cal was squinting at in the pale sunlight, and at my words he gave a huge yawn. Had I spent too much time around him? Or was I draining his energy faster than usual? 

	“Come on. No time to delay.” I hurried down the alley behind the warehouse, heading in what I thought was the direction of the city gates. Cal fell into step behind me, his pace uneven. 

	“Did you know Leoth was a Curse-Weaver?” he asked in a hushed voice as we paused to look around a corner. 

	“Yes. And he would prefer if that information remained secret.” 

	“Oh,” Cal said. “Oh.” 

	I wondered what conclusion he had just leapt to. More pressing, though, was the way he nearly fell over sideways and steadied himself by grabbing my arm. 

	“What did they do to you, Cal?” I whispered. I needed him fully alert and functional if I hoped to pull this off. I could not lead the takeover of Baylore alone. 

	“Sorry.” He straightened, face reddening. “They didn’t do anything to me. I’m just tired.” 

	“Were you tired before I came to find you, or only after I joined you?” 

	He frowned. “Before. Ever since…Varse. I think they drugged me.” 

	I bit back a curse. “Did they give you anything to eat or drink?” 

	“Yeah, they gave me some soup. I was yelling and pounding at the door, and then a man came around saying it was lunchtime and he didn’t want me to miss out on the meal.” 

	Brilliant. Just brilliant. Maybe I would be taking back the city alone. “I bet he heard you and decided he didn’t want to risk your shouts drawing attention,” I said brusquely. “Can you walk? Come on, Cal. Grab my arm. We don’t have time for this.” 

	His face reddening further, Cal finally gripped my upper arm. We started toward the city gates again, slower than before, Cal leaning more weight on me than before. They must have given him either a powerful sedative or a muscle relaxant—I guessed they had intended to torture him once they finished speaking to me and Leoth, and needed him docile and compliant. 

	Around another corner, we finally came within sight of the city walls. Cutting left, we crossed Market Street and turned toward Wolfskin Alley. I could smell the place before we reached it—a growing stench of sour alcohol and urine and vomit. Wolfskin Alley was a notorious hideout of thieves and smugglers and drug dealers, the one place in Baylore where gambling and prostitution were practiced openly. I had asked Viko to meet us here because it was one of the easiest places in the city to find, apart from the main square; I worried belatedly that the temptation of his old lifestyle might distract him from his orders. 

	The street was empty aside from a beggar huddled beneath a tent-like coat, but smoke threaded from the chimney of each crooked, sagging building. Most were taverns, with shops and inns mixed amongst them. 

	I pushed open the door of the first tavern and ventured inside, a bell clinking on the door, and found the inside thick with smoke from an open fire. Two well-dressed men haggled animatedly by the window, while a beefy man with narrow eyes nursed a mug by the hearth. 

	It would be immediately obvious that I did not belong here. But with any luck, these were not the sort of people who would report me to the city guards. The beefy man’s eyes followed us as we skirted around tables to the bar, Cal stumbling drunkenly. 

	“What d’you want?” the tavern-keeper growled, leaning his elbows on the bar. 

	“Has a man named Viko been here?” I asked softly. “Around my height, young and clean-shaven, black hair a bit past his shoulders?” 

	“Lost your man, have you?” The tavern-keeper gave me a rasping, wheezy laugh. “If he’s come down here, you’d be better off without him.” 

	“Thank you,” I said curtly, and dragged Cal away so quickly that he nearly toppled a chair in passing. 

	It was the same story at each of the taverns we ventured into, aside from one that stood locked and deserted, smoke still billowing from the chimney. When we reached the end of the street, I had to concede defeat. 

	Viko was missing—either still trapped in the warehouse or turned traitor—and Leoth was drawing closer to his death with each minute we wasted. 

	I would have to do this alone. 

	Cal was going cross-eyed, his legs barely supporting him. I had to get him away from Wolfskin Alley and find somewhere safe for him to wait. 

	“What now?” he mumbled. 

	“Just a little farther, and then you can sit down.” I dragged his arm around my shoulders and towed him along as fast as he could go, turning away from the city walls and climbing a gently sloping street that led away from the reek of Wolfskin Alley. Several streets up, I spotted a vandalized sign for a Potioneer’s shop, the owner valiantly scrubbing the word DEMON in bright red paint off her door. 

	When she saw us approaching, she put her bucket down so hastily it slopped onto her shoes and straightened, wiping her hands jerkily on her apron. 

	“Are you here for a potion?” she asked fearfully. “Or are you—”

	“I’m here to ask a favor of you,” I said. “My friend has been drugged by the Truthbringers, and I don’t know anywhere safe to leave him while he recovers.” 

	“Oh.” The Potioneer wrung her hands, glancing from Cal to me. I could see why she was nervous—she was a slight woman, small enough that a fifteen-year-old boy could overpower her if he chose. Then she sighed. “I can try to find an antidote, but it might take a few hours. I need to test him to figure out what he’s been given.” 

	“Would you? I’d be forever in your debt.” 

	She gave me a wan smile. 

	“Come on, Cal,” I said. I tugged him forward as the Potioneer opened her door, but just then, he lost consciousness. If the Potioneer had not ducked beneath his other arm just then, I would have dropped him. 

	We dragged him over the threshold and into a tidy, well-stocked shop with hundreds of tiny bottles filling every shelf. When we deposited him onto a padded armchair, his head lolled forward, chin falling on his chest. 

	“Thank you,” I said. “A hundred times thank you.” 

	“Will you come back to collect him, or will he know where to find you?” 

	I pursed my lips. “I’ll try to come back.” If I didn’t end up captured. 

	She nodded stiffly. I wondered if she could sense the kinship I felt with her—if she could guess that I had faced cruelty at the hands of the Whitish as well. 

	At the door, I turned abruptly and said, “If you fear for your life or your business, come to the main square in a few hours. You might find safety there.” 
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	Unburdened by Cal, I made quick progress back to the main street. For some reason I had expected people to be watching for me, but that was foolish—no one realized I was in the city at all, let alone wandering around in disguise. I kept my head down, and no one spared me a second glance. 

	If I had not spent time outside the palace before now, I might not have noticed any changes. The city under the Truthbringers’ rule went on as before; only subtle hints showed how much had changed. The guards were a more pervasive presence than before, dressed in white and patrolling Market Street with swords at their belts. I counted only thirty, but no civilian would think of acting out under their watch. 

	The traffic on Market Street seemed thinner than usual, though that could have been the icy weather. Shoppers and passersby hurried about their business with scarves drawn tight about their heads, not pausing to talk. Down a few side streets, I glimpsed signs of further vandalism, and the Weavers’ Guild was almost empty. There were more beggars huddled in doorways than I’d ever seen before, and I wondered with a sick feeling how many were refugees from the villages I had burned down, unable to scrape by in Baylore. 

	When I neared the main square, crowds packed the once-empty street, and I heard cheers and shouts rising from ahead. Shoulders sideways, I squeezed my way through the press of bodies, dread tightening my throat. 

	At the square, the suffocating weight of the crowd eased for a moment, and I caught a glimpse of my worst fears come to life. 

	Leoth stood tied to a wooden pole rising from a platform beside the fountain, his shirt discarded, his back striped bloody from a dozen lashes. He sagged against the pole, and I thought for a moment he had lost consciousness. 

	Then the whip tore across his back once more; he lurched and yelled out, his voice hoarse. In response, the crowd’s jeering rose until it drowned out his screams. 

	I swayed, nauseous, and nearly pushed my way to his side with no plan in mind. I gripped the hilt of my sword with my injured hand, and it gave a fierce throb. 

	How much longer could he withstand it? 

	I couldn’t think. Leoth had stayed with me because I asked him to—I should have let him retreat to safety in King’s Port. I should have realized how much danger he was in. 

	Then, as I searched desperately for a way to save him, my eyes alit on the cathedral tower. 

	Right. I still had to ring the bell, to raise the forces that would open the city gates and finish what I had started spans ago. Suddenly it seemed irrelevant. While Leoth’s screams still echoed across the square, blood spilling freely from the gashes spiderwebbing his back, I could not bring myself to care about nameless, faceless people who likely hated me anyway. 

	The guard was drawing out Leoth’s torture. How much longer would it last? I didn’t think a man could survive fifty lashes, but the guard was pausing between each stroke, stoking the crowd’s bloodlust with suspense. 

	When had my people descended to such barbarism? I had once thought public torture and executions an antiquated practice, surviving only in places like Whitland, but my citizens had embraced the brutality with an eagerness that terrified me. 

	My thoughts were sluggish. I could concentrate on nothing but saving Leoth, impossible though that was. 

	No. I tore my eyes from his limp form and squeezed behind a clump of onlookers. Everyone is counting on me.

	What was I supposed to do? Should I try to find others willing to help me save Leoth, and forget everything else I had planned, or should I abandon him to ring the cathedral bell?

	If I climbed the cathedral tower, I would likely be captured and incapacitated while my army swarmed forth to open the gates. No one would pay any heed to Leoth—he could die in the chaos. By the time I reached the top of the tower, it might already be too late. And with each step I took away from him, another stripe would fall across his back. 

	But if I did not ring the cathedral bell, who would? I had started my army down this path, and I had made great sacrifices to see it through. It was my duty to finish it. 

	I drew in a shuddering breath. It was no choice at all, in the end. If I were anyone else, I would abandon everything and save Leoth without a second thought. But I could not. 

	Nausea still twisting my stomach, I started shoving my way around the edge of the square toward the cathedral. Every one of Leoth’s screams tore through me; the roar of the crowd did nothing to drown them out. 

	The cathedral gates hung open, as usual, and no one spared me a glance when I slipped from the crowd and climbed the steps. I pulled open the doors and let myself into the dusty, cavernous space, and as the doors fell closed once again, the shouts abruptly grew muffled behind me. No guards patrolled in here, which seemed odd; the two scholars who were restocking bookshelves near the back gave me only a cursory glance. 

	Breathing shallowly, I crossed the vast polished floor, my footsteps clicking in the silence. I let my injured hand rest on my sword, though I wasn’t sure whether I would be able to fight past the pain if it came to that. With each heartbeat, I prayed Leoth still clung to life. 

	As I drew near the tower stairs, the shouts increased in volume—someone must have opened the door. I quickened my pace, not daring to look back. 

	“What’re you doing?” a man’s voice barked from the cathedral doors. “Where are the cathedral guards?” 

	I broke into a run, my pulse thundering in my ears. 

	Behind me, footsteps slapped across the marble as my pursuer charged after me. 

	I sprinted the last distance to the bell tower stairs and began dashing up, taking the stairs two at a time, the stone slick underfoot. Above me, the steps spiraled into darkness, climbing in a single tightening coil that rose as high as many of the palace towers. 

	Too soon, the man’s footsteps rang out on the steps below me. I ran faster still, my breath tearing at my lungs, panic narrowing my vision. 

	Then my ankle, bruised and weakened from the interrogation, gave way beneath me. I sprawled onto the stairs, my knee slamming into the corner of a step. 

	As I scrambled to regain my feet, ankle throbbing and blood rushing to my cut hand, the footsteps behind me pounded closer still. 

	I surged forward again just as the ringing footsteps were nearly on top of me. The man roared out in triumph. Again I dashed upward, a stitch tearing at my side, but this time my gait was uneven, my balance off. 

	I knew what would happen before it did. Another ten steps up, a hand closed around my wrist and yanked hard. I went sprawling, my chin colliding painfully with the stone. I gasped in pain, and the man dug a knee into my spine. 

	“What’re you doing in here?” he spat. “Little whore. I’ll teach you what happens to those who go where they’re not meant to.” 

	He shoved me onto my back, and I got a good look at him for the first time. He was a solidly-built Itrean with black hair shaved close to his head, and he wore the white uniform that marked him one of the Truthbringers’ guards. 

	I fumbled for my sword with my injured hand, but he slapped my hand away. Tugging the scabbard from my belt, he threw it down the stairs. The sword clunked several times as it slid downward before falling still. 

	His knee was pressing down on my ribs once more, pushing the air from my lungs. I searched wildly for a way to escape, but I could see none. There was no point in struggling—he was far larger and stronger than I, and armed as well. 

	“And what’ve you done with the cathedral guards?” He grabbed a fistful of my hair and lifted my head from the stair. “What’s your plan?” 

	“I didn’t do anything,” I gasped. 

	He slammed my head back against the step, and I yelped. The deep gash on my hand throbbed so sharply it made me dizzy. 

	I could see no way out. No one would ring the cathedral bell; my father would wait for a signal that would never come. 

	Leoth would die, disgraced and in unbearable pain, and the strategy we had worked toward for spans would fall apart. 

	I should never have let Leoth enter the city with me. I should have sent Cal ahead with a different family, so he didn’t get tangled up with us. And I shouldn’t have put so much trust in Viko. My plan to keep my loved ones safe now seemed like no more than selfishness. 

	“Wait a moment,” the guard said, his voice suddenly soft and dangerous. “I recognize you. You look a lot like Queen Kalleah. Shall I take you to the Master and see what he thinks?” 

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said frantically. If the Master recognized me, everything would be ruined. He would realize what I had done and round up the refugees before we had a chance to fight back. 

	“I think you do. I think the Master is going to be pleased to see you.” 

	The guard grabbed my wrist and yanked me to my feet. 

	“No!” I cried. I twisted in his grip and kicked at his legs, but he was so solid he didn’t seem to notice. 

	“There’s no point fighting,” he said. “I’m not going to be gentle with you.” 

	He started down the stairs, hauling me along behind him. My feet skidded down the first step, and I fought to regain my balance. I could see no way out. No way to salvage our attack. 

	I stumbled along behind him in a daze. 

	Was this how our campaign would end? Our fight for Larkhaven, our long spans of marching through the central plains, and the countless towns we had burned—was it all for naught? Would our hope end here, on the steps of the cathedral tower, with salvation almost within my grasp? 

	Just then, I spotted the dagger protruding from his sword belt. 
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	As the guard yanked me down another step, I reached out and slid the dagger from the sheath. He did not notice. Gripping the hilt awkwardly in my left hand, I raised the blade.

	Then I plunged it into the base of his neck. 

	The guard roared in pain. His feet slid out from under him, and he released my wrist as he flailed for a handhold. When he landed heavily on the stairs, he skidded down several steps, howling. 

	I didn’t wait to see if he was dead. I just turned and sprinted back up the stairs, my breath tearing at my lungs, my heart beating a wild rhythm against my ribs. 

	At last a rectangle of light cut through the gloom. The door to the tower roof stood open, and beyond it, I caught a glint of gold from the bell. 

	Shouts and grunts drifted down to me. I switched the dagger to my right hand, gritting my teeth against the pain of the open wound in my palm, and crept up the last few steps.  

	Just before I reached the roof, a man’s body crumpled onto the top steps. He wore the white uniform of the city guard, blood staining his back. 

	Swallowing, I picked my way around him. Light flooded the stairway, blinding me, and as my eyes adjusted, I caught sight of Viko clashing swords with a city guard nearly twice his width. Three rough-looking men and a scarred woman battled another pair of guards, but one of the men was clutching his shoulder, and the other three seemed to be tiring. 

	I tugged the sword from the hand of the fallen guard and dashed onto the rooftop. 

	“Kalleah!” Viko cried. 

	Taking advantage of his distraction, the guard slapped his sword away. It clattered to the ground. 

	Just as the guard raised his sword for the kill, I charged at him, yelling in pain as I swept my sword at his skull. 

	He turned, but not in time to block my attack. I smashed my sword against the side of his head, right at the base of his ear, and the blade bit deep. 

	The guard screamed. His attempt to strike my sword aside was sluggish, and he stumbled sideways, toppling into the bell. I tugged my sword free of his skull just as he collapsed. 

	Viko had retrieved his sword, and together we circled around the bell to help the others. I had no idea who they were, but they were obviously fighting on our side. Though the guards were well-trained, they were quickly tiring. I bit back another yelp of pain as I struck at one of the guards, and as he turned to meet my blow, the scarred woman slammed a hatchet into his ribs. The guard toppled forward, blood pouring from his back, and the woman gave him a satisfied smirk. 

	Behind her, Viko and the two uninjured men descended on the final guard in a unified charge, stabbing with knives and daggers, and he dropped to his knees, sword clattering from his hand. 

	I slid the bloodied sword into the sheath I wore—the blade was a bit shorter than the sheath—and clutched my right hand in my left until the throbbing eased. 

	“Who are these people?” I asked Viko breathlessly. 

	“Oh—I found them in Wolfskin Alley. When you didn’t show up, I thought something had happened to you, so I figured someone needed to ring the bell.” 

	The bell. At his words, I turned to look at it for the first time since I had reached the tower. Immense and bronze, the cathedral bell hung nearly to the ground, a bell pull dangling from a pulley near the opposite side of the tower. 

	“You’re a hero, you know that?” I said. “If we make it through today alive, it’ll be your doing.” Viko was the reason I hadn’t encountered any guards inside the cathedral—he and his recruits had drawn them off. If not for them, I might have found myself arrested before I came anywhere close to the tower. 

	Viko flushed, his gaze dropping to the floor. “What happens now?”       

	“You’re going to ring that bell as if your life depends on it,” I said. “And I’m going to open the gates for my army.” 

	Grinning, Viko darted over to the bell pull. He leaned his whole weight into it, bending his knees and arching backward, and eventually the bell shifted a fraction. Again he yanked it, and again the bell stirred. Soon the bell was swaying more with each pull, until at last the clapper thunked dully against the inside. On the next swing, the bell gave a resounding clang. Soon the reverberations echoed through my chest, drowning out the sounds of the crowd below. The bell rang out clearly above the city, splitting the icy winter air, drifting past the wall and across the plains. 

	Leaning out over the tower wall, I watched the chaos unfold below. In the square, Leoth still sagged against the wooden pillar, bound in place, his back so bloodied I could no longer distinguish each individual stripe. His head hung forward, only his tied arms keeping him upright—he appeared unconscious. At least the guard had turned his attention away from Leoth, his eyes on the cathedral tower. All around, onlookers gestured up at the tower, some pushing their way to the edges of the square. 

	From here, I could see down the first stretch of Market Street. People spilled from every side street, weapons raised, and the usual stream of passersby scurried for safety. As I had hoped, the twenty scattered guards I had seen patrolling were no match for more than a hundred of my own soldiers attacking from every direction. Around the city wall, guards were dashing to help, but they were so widely dispersed and so far from Market Street that they had no hope of reaching the fight in time. 

	As I looked beyond the city gates, my heart soared. Across the plains, my father led the rest of my army in a grand charge, sweeping like a wave down the hill. The mounted soldiers galloped ahead, while the foot soldiers sprinted behind, their ranks deteriorating as they dashed the final distance to Baylore. All the while, the bell continued to ring, like the pulse of the Itrean army. And just as I had hoped, the Truthbringers and their guards were far too scattered and disorganized to make a unified response to our attack. 

	But my soldiers inside the city were not close enough to the city gates. They were stuck fighting many smaller battles, unable to advance down Market Street. At this rate, my father’s force would be stalled before they managed to sweep through the city. 

	“Stay here,” I shouted over the deafening clang of the bell. “I need to gather more support below.” 

	Unsure whether Viko had heard me, I tore my gaze from the city and dashed down the stairs. Past the two bodies of city guards I sprinted, nearly losing my footing more than once, certain with each passing second that our time was running out. If this took too long, we would be unable to open the gates before the Truthbringers and their guards converged. And if that happened, we would be right back to where we started, all those spans ago. 

	By the time I burst from the empty cathedral, the crowd in the main square had thinned. The guard who had tortured Leoth was gone, and no one paid any heed to his limp body. I swallowed back despair. Now was not the time to save Leoth—I had to secure the city first. 

	“People of Baylore,” I shouted from the top of the cathedral steps. “I am your queen, and I have returned to save you from the Whitish. The Truthbringers and their puppet king have taken your freedom and your dignity, and I am here to stop them. If you have seen your neighbors and families suffer at the hands of the Truthbringers, come to my side. Fight for me.” 

	All around the square, people turned to listen. Still the bell tolled, lending a weight to my words. A line of palace guards had emerged from the great double doors and surveyed the scene, hands on their swords, while faces crammed in every window around the main square, watching openmouthed. 

	“You have heard of my march through the plains,” I continued, my voice rising over the growing clamor from Market Street. “You know how I burned towns and villages in my wake. But do you know why?” I met the eyes of the nearest onlookers, finding no trace of hostility in their stares. “The refugees who fled to Baylore will testify that I harmed no one. I razed the countryside because I wished only to protect my people. Because the greatest threat Itrea has ever seen is on its way. The Whitish army. 

	“A force twenty thousand strong has taken over Larkhaven, and even now they are preparing to march on Baylore. I sent my people into this city to shelter them from the brutality of the Whitish army. And now we must finish what we started. We must seize Baylore from the Truthbringers before our gates are flung open to the enemy.” 

	In one corner of the square, near the top of Market Street, a cluster of Weavers and other Makhori let out a resounding cheer. Adrenaline pushed aside the pain in my hand as I drew my sword and charged into the square. None tried to stop me. As I ran, my citizens fell into place around me, until a solid wave of us poured down Market Street. Most were unarmed, but the sheer weight of so many bodies forced the scattered city guards to duck aside. With each side street we passed, more of my waiting soldiers emerged and found themselves swept along in our mad race for the gates, until hundreds of us stampeded down Market Street in a single river. 

	Halfway down Market Street, we hit a blockade where fifteen city guards had managed to stall my gathering force of soldiers behind a line of overturned tables. But as my growing force swept toward them, the city guards scattered. Strengthened by the addition of a hundred new soldiers, we charged onward, shoving the blockade aside and tearing down the slope toward the city gates. 

	By the time we neared the wall, I was gasping and clutching at a stitch in my side. A line of perhaps fifty Truthbringers and city guards had formed atop the wall, and they loosed a few arrows into the tide of approaching civilians and soldiers, but they were like the spikes of a hedgehog trying to ward off a charging bull. Most of the city guards were still dispersed around the wall, racing frantically to reach a battle they knew they had already lost. 

	As we swept up to the guard tower beside the city gates, I dashed through the door along with a pair of soldiers I recognized from Larkhaven. We sprinted up the stairs to find the winch unmanned, two bodies heaped by the wall of the gatehouse. I heaved on the winch to raise the portcullis, the ropes creaking and protesting with every movement, while the other two soldiers turned the great wheel to open the city gates. Though I could see nothing through the tiny arrow slits in the tower, I could hear the groan of hinges as the gates swung open. 

	From outside, a battle horn rang out above the distant clanging of the city bell. Seconds later, a rumble like thunder rose from the streets as hundreds of horses galloped into Baylore. 

	I let my grip fall from the winch, only then realizing that the gash on my hand was bleeding anew. In the excitement, I had not even registered the pain. 

	At the foot of the stairs, I found my father and Dellik sitting astride their horses, directing the soldiers up Market Street toward the palace. 

	“Father!” I shouted. 

	He twisted in his saddle and bared his teeth in a fierce grin, and I raised my sword to him. 

	“Give the queen your horse,” my father commanded Dellik. 

	She dismounted and continued barking orders from the ground, her voice almost lost beneath the drumming hooves. 

	“Go to the main square,” my father said, holding the reins as I mounted. “Ready the palace for us. Thousands of city guards are on their way—we must hurry.” 

	I nodded and kneed my horse into a trot, my breath catching at the pain in my hand. Civilians and cavalry made way for me, and I soon broke through the wall of bodies onto a clear street. When I loosened the reins, my horse broke into a gallop, its hooves clattering across the cobblestones. 

	Just as I reached the main square, the bell finally fell silent. I hoped it was because Viko realized it was no longer necessary, not because someone had captured him. My horse was breathing hard, so I reined her in and approached the palace gates at a walk. Most of the crowd from the main square had cleared off, and those who remained hovered along the walls, cowering and looking as though they were prepared to flee. 

	As I stopped before the palace gates, several of the palace guards did a double-take. Though I still wore the barmaid’s dress, caked with dirt and blood, they must have deduced who I was by now. 

	“Guards!” I called. “I am here to reclaim what was unjustly stolen from me. I am here to protect my people from the Whitish army, and to see that justice is done to those who have wronged us. Are you with me or against me?” 

	“With you, Your Majesty!” shouted a guard I recognized from the Cheltish wing. 

	Many of the others roared their agreement. 

	“My thanks to you all! I need the palace readied for my supporters. Prepare the ballroom, and arrest any Truthbringers who have infiltrated the palace. Make sure everyone in the Reycoran wing is safe—I fear the Truthbringers may have harmed my family there.” 

	At these words, a small cluster of guards dashed off. 

	“Oh—and detain King Olleack. I need to speak to him.” 

	“At once, Your Majesty,” said a brawny woman. She turned and began barking orders at the rest of the guards, who trotted away in bunches. 

	I could leave Leoth suffering no longer. Dismounting, I raced over to his side. The guard who had been whipping him had long since vanished, and those who remained on the square gave him a wide berth. 

	“Leoth,” I said frantically. I sprinted up the steps onto the platform and put a finger to his neck. “Leoth.” 

	After a moment, I felt a weak pulse. I drew my sword and used it to saw through the ropes binding his hands, catching him around the chest as he slumped to the ground. I paid no heed to the blood that smeared my dress, but as his weight sagged against his open wounds, he gasped in pain. 

	“Leoth,” I murmured. “I’m going to look after you. You’re safe now.” 

	As I knelt to lay him gently on the platform, I caught sight of his face. Both eyes were blackened, and his mouth was swollen, his lip split and crusted with dried blood. Well, he would get his wish—no one would recognize him like this. His secret was safe. 

	One of the palace guards had followed me onto the platform, and together we lifted Leoth and carried him as gently as we could down onto the square and toward the palace gates. Only a handful of guards remained at the foot of the steps, and when I ordered them to open the gates, they obeyed without hesitation. 

	“Take this man to my family’s medic,” I said. “Quickly. And try not to let anyone see him along the way.” 

	Though the guards gave me a confused look, they did not argue. I transferred Leoth to another guard’s grasp as gently as I could, though he still grunted in pain as we tore at the cuts on his back. When they carried him away, they left the gates open. 

	Behind us, the thunder of hooves and shouts rumbled closer. The few people who remained in the square had retreated to the edges, watching the top of Market Street with nervous, twitchy expressions. I did not think they were spectators from Leoth’s torture—had my soldiers told them of our plans? Had they known to gather when the bell rang? 

	Wiping my bloodied hands on my dress, which was thankfully dark enough not to show too much of the stain, I crossed the square to the fountain. As I climbed onto the rim, every face turned toward me. 

	“People of Itrea,” I began in ringing tones. “I have returned to protect you. If you watched with growing fear as the Truthbringers corrupted Baylore, come to my side. If your own safety is in question, come to the palace. I will protect you. I will fight for you. 

	“I welcome all Itreans. Makhori. Non-Makhori. Forbidden races. Refugees. Wealthy citizens and those without a drav to their names. Do you hear that sound?” 

	I lifted my eyes toward Market Street, and many of those watching from the periphery followed my gaze. The thunder of hooves had drawn closer, until I had to shout to be heard over my soldiers. 

	“That is my true army. They have come from Larkhaven, where the Whitish have already taken over, and they are here to fight for you. They will defend your lives and your values and your homes. If you are afraid, we have come to protect you.” 

	In that instant, as though I had planned it, my army exploded onto the main square. The last of the city guards fell to either side as my father led the charge across the cobblestones to the palace gates. The palace guards must have recognized him, for they opened the gates wide and stood back to allow my army to flood in. 

	Hundreds upon hundreds of bodies flowed through the gates, filling the space on either side of the palace just inside the wall, circling around the rear of the great structure like floodwater lapping at a dock. 

	My father dismounted and dashed up the palace steps, and at his order, the grand double doors swung open. Foot soldiers followed him up the steps and into the palace, pouring in, and still they kept streaming up Market Street. Through it all, I stood watching from the rim of the fountain, as insignificant as a pebble against a great flood. 

	As the tide began at last to ebb, I saw civilians hesitantly peeling away from the edges of the square and following my soldiers through the gates. More and more emerged from Market Street, and these were dressed mostly in rags, their faces hollowed and chapped from the cold. Refugees who had listened to my soldiers, perhaps, or city residents who had lost their livelihoods in the face of Whitish persecution. When the flow of arrivals slowed at last, I glimpsed Cal accompanied by the Potioneer who had helped us earlier. She raised a fist to me, while Cal grinned in triumph. 

	A few more city guards were congregating in the main square, so I stepped down from the fountain and started for the palace gates. Dozens of onlookers were still watching from the windows of inns and restaurants around the square, and when I stopped at the palace gates to look back, they let out a wild cheer. Behind me, my cavalry took up the cry, until the streets resounded with cheering. 

	Something was choking me; I realized after a moment it was joy. Though we still had so far to go, we had finally won a decisive victory. The palace was ours, and my people were beginning to listen to me at last. They were celebrating my return. 
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	Several hours later, the palace gates stood closed, a sizable force of city guards keeping watch over the main square. From what I could see out the window of my royal suite, hardly any remained stationed on the city walls. There was no reason to watch for a threat from the outside—we had breached their defenses, and now we were safely barricaded inside the palace. They had failed. 

	Despite the Truthbringers’ threats, no one in the Reycoran wing had been injured in the fighting. Instead, it seemed the Truthbringers had focused every effort on escaping the palace along with their supporters. Olleack and Nashella were gone, as were the residents of the Dellgrain wing, and various members of the other royal families as well. Though I knew this could mean trouble in the future, for now it removed any immediate resistance to my takeover of the palace. Those who remained welcomed my return, and we quickly arranged sleeping quarters and meals for the vast horde of soldiers, refugees, and civilians who had flooded into the palace before me. 

	I glimpsed Saniya in the midst of it all, directing her family’s serving staff and taking names of new arrivals with help from her father. She beamed at me when she caught my eye. I still wore the filthy barmaid’s dress, a strip of bloodied linen tied about the wound in my hand, but one of the castle staff had given me a cloak to cover it. 

	Night had long since fallen by the time the six thousand or so new arrivals were fed and settled into sleeping quarters. We had requisitioned rooms throughout the historic wing for this purpose, including the ballroom and numerous sitting rooms, and many slept on piles of blankets and quilts. 

	At last I was able to make my weary way to the Cheltish wing, my father by my side. I had lost track of most of my friends in the confusion, but my father had remained visible throughout, taking control and coordinating the full palace with efficiency. People were accustomed to following his lead, and he reclaimed his former authority without hesitation. I was glad for it. 

	“I hope your mother is well,” my father murmured as we started up the stairs to the Cheltish wing. 

	“Our family guards passed along word that she is safe,” I said. 

	“I know, but how much did she suffer in the spans we were away?” 

	I grimaced, trying not to imagine what the Truthbringers might have put her through. Yet there was no time to ponder that now—as we reached the top of the stairs and came within sight of the Cheltish common area, a cheer rose from those waiting. 

	Mellicante and Baridya were there, and Cal and Dakolth and Viko and Dellik, but they were joined by at least half of the Reycoran family. People who had never spared me a glance before were suddenly applauding my victory. 

	I stood smiling dazedly, too tired to take it all in, when Mother pushed her way to the front of the crowd and swept me into her arms. 

	“Kalleah! My darling! I can’t believe you’re safe. I can’t believe you’re here.” 

	She was crying, and my eyes stung as I clung to her like a child. Whatever she had suffered in my absence, she was alive and well, and I would not leave her again. 

	When I released her at last, my father stepped forward and held out a tentative hand, and she fell into his arms. 

	Behind her stood Deance, my former lady-in-waiting. She gave me a nervous smile, and I embraced her as well. 

	“I see Baridya hasn’t been doing her duty properly,” Deance said, scrutinizing my tangled, muddy hair and ruined dress. 

	I laughed. “I haven’t had anyone dress me since I left Baylore. I’ve nearly forgotten how to wear a gown. But why didn’t you leave when I disappeared? It would have been safer outside the palace.” 

	Deance shook her head. “Not necessarily. My father could have arrested me if he learned I had spied for you, so your mother kept me on, even when I had nothing to do. Once we discovered you were alive, she promised you would return. And here you are.” 

	“Well, I’m glad to see you again.” I would have to ask for a full accounting of the spans I had spent away from the palace eventually, but for now, I had enough energy for just one more thing. 

	I started for the stairs leading the lower level, saying I had to see the medic about the cut on my hand; those gathered pulled back to make way for me. After so many spans away, and after all that had taken place, it was odd to see that nothing had changed here. The same tapestries radiated heat from every wall, and the same beautifully carved furniture stood exactly where it had before. The palace felt less like home than ever—it was a strategic base, and I would use it as long as I needed, but it no longer fit the military leader I had become. 

	When I let myself into the hospital, I found most of the beds filled with my soldiers. Many were asleep, but those who saw me grinned and saluted. The Drifter medic gave me a tired smile and hurried to my side, saying, “Welcome back, Your Majesty. Do you need help?” 

	I shook my sleeve over my wounded hand—the others needed her aid far more than I did. “I’m here to see someone, but I don’t know where…” 

	“Ah, of course.” She lowered her voice. “He’s in my office. It was the only way I could convince him to remain under my care.” 

	At the medic’s nod, I hurried over to her office and let myself in. 

	Leoth lay on a bed crammed in one corner, his shirt off and his torso smothered in bandages. Gauze covered one eye, and a cloth rested across his brow. 

	As I closed the door softly behind me, Leoth groaned and struggled to sit up. He turned his head and squinted at me, and after a moment his one unobscured eye seemed to focus on me. 

	“No, don’t move. I don’t want you hurting yourself any more.” 

	When he continued to fight against the blankets weighing him down, I sat gingerly at the edge of his cot. “Leoth,” I said softly. “I’m here. You’re safe.” 

	When I put a hand on his, he flinched and drew his fingers away.

	“Sorry,” he mumbled. “I hate that you have to see me like this.” 

	“Don’t say that. I’m just happy you’re alive. When I saw you in the square, nearly unconscious…I almost lost my mind. I was about to abandon our plans and murder the man whipping you. But the crowd was too big. I would’ve just ended up getting arrested.” 

	“Then everyone knows what—what I am?” 

	I wanted to hold him, but it seemed the memory of his torture was too overpowering for him to tolerate my touch. “No,” I said gently. “Your face was so badly bruised I don’t think anyone recognized you. You can remain hidden until you’ve recovered—or until you’re ready to re-enter society.” 

	Leoth slumped back on his pillows, his uncovered eye sliding closed. “Thank the gods.” 

	“Leoth, when I took the palace back, they cheered for me. Not just my supporters—people in town did as well, and about half of the Reycoran family. They’re starting to see past my forbidden blood. Someday you might not have to hide.” 

	“I don’t want to think about that right now.” Abruptly Leoth lifted his head with a hiss of pain. “Where’s my father? Once I’m strong enough, I want to strangle him.” 

	“He’s vanished. Along with all the Truthbringers who had infiltrated the palace, and the entire Dellgrain family.” 

	“Varse. You know what this means, don’t you?” 

	I shook my head. 

	“I doubt he’s gone into hiding. If he’s vanished, he’s still a threat. As long as he’s alive, he will try to overthrow you.”  

	“I won’t let him,” I said. “We have the palace walls to protect us, and at least enough soldiers to match the city guards. We’ll be safe for as long as it takes to win support. We actually have a chance of keeping the Whitish army outside Baylore.” 

	“I hope you’re right.” Leoth rubbed his bruised eye with his knuckles. “That painkiller saved me, you know. I think I would’ve lost my mind otherwise. But…what did they do to you?” 

	“They hardly touched me,” I said. I leaned forward and kissed Leoth’s swollen lips as lightly as I could, and this time he did not flinch away from me. “Rest now. And don’t worry. I’m going to take care of you, Leoth. I won’t lose you again.” 

	Leoth made a choked sound. “I know I’m a mess, but I want to stay by your side. For as long as you’ll have me.” 

	“Forever,” I whispered. “Stay with me forever.” 

	And when I returned to the royal suite at last to find King Olleack’s belongings cleared away, his peppery scent lingering, I felt content. I was still filthy, and my hand ached, but none of that mattered. We were making progress at last. I had Leoth and my parents by my side, and my people were finally beginning to listen. 

	I was queen once more. And it was time to lead Itrea to war. 
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