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			Prologue

			King Valien drummed his fingers on the rough table, the scars on his right hand shining pink against his copper skin. Both he and the figure facing him were keeping their hoods up over their heads, and this extra covering ­coupled with the unsettling news he had just received were making his skin damp with sweat. Before him, the only distinguishing characteristic the shadowed figure bore was a wrought-­silver band around one finger, set with a milky pearl.

			“Are you sure?” the king pressed quietly. The tavern buzzed with the ambient noise of townsfolk drinking away the day’s toils, but he could take no chances that he might be overheard. If there hadn’t been a howling storm outside, he would have met his informant far out in the hills, away from sharp-­eyed folk all too ready to report his surreptitious meeting back to his council.

			“Positively,” replied his informant. “I found them in Sunmarten. All three. Queen Mona Alastaire and her brothers. My king, the royals of Lumen Lake are not dead as we assumed. And it’s only a matter of time before our enemies find out as well.”

			The king frowned, his fingers still restless. This changed everything. This threw every power in the eastern world into a startling unknown. His own crown, so recently won, would be among the first to be affected.

			“Well,” he said evenly, curling his fingers into a fist and staring at the hooded figure. “We must do something about it.”

			 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1


			Drowning. Not the method I would have chosen to win the trust of bystanders.

			I had been watching the man and woman for the better part of an hour from where I sat on the pier. They worked in tandem, with one diving gracefully into the water just as the other surfaced. They stayed under for an alarmingly long time before reappearing to empty the woven baskets around their necks. He could hold his breath longer than she could, but it was clear she could dive deeper, the shine from her golden hair lost to the gray-­green depths. I shivered as I watched; the late April breeze was warm here on the coast, but the water still held on to its winter chill, and the pair were only wearing light clothes. In fact, he was bare-­chested, while she wore a dark sleeveless shirt tucked into her trousers. Their pale skin sported a fresh layer of sunburn.

			It was unusual, this sight. Most folk in the coastal country of Paroa were fishermen or merchants—­the waters were simply too rough and too sparse to support successful diving. Yet here they were, bringing up basketfuls of abalone and sorting them into piles on the shore. A few wary gulls hopped eagerly around their catch.

			“Finished, have you?”

			I looked up, the sea-­beaten fisherman blocking out the sun’s glare. He gestured to the net in my hand. “I’ll not pay you for idle time, you hear? If you’re done, you’re done.” He tossed me a copper coin. I set down the netting, my fingers red from mending the fibers, and tucked the coin into my pocket. He gathered up his net and made his way back along the pier, passing the two divers and their growing pile of abalone.

			I stood, brushing flax off my trousers. The lonely coin I had just garnered from the morning of mean work would not take me far, and that meant I would have to hunt for another job if I wanted anything for lunch. I started back the same way the fisherman had gone.

			It was a gusty day, and the water foamed on either side of the pier, covering the stones with salty spray. I walked up the exact center of the pathway toward the two divers, unnerved by the roiling waves. The woman knelt on the rocks, picking over her most recent catch. As I reached her side, I found my way obstructed by a pair of legs tottering under an unruly armful of canvas and oars. I ducked, but the oars stretched wider than the pier, and the idiot carrying them wasn’t bothering to use his eyes . . . and the vengeful ocean was just dying for a victim. So it was without further ado that I cracked my head on one of the blades and toppled sideways.

			I managed one phrase—­“earth and sky!”—­before plunging into the stinging water.

			The power of the current was astonishing, first tossing me into the rocks before dragging me away from the shore like a master hauling on a mule. I flailed under the surface, clawing for some kind of purchase, but I had never learned how to swim, and my efforts did nothing to stop my descent. Air streamed out of my mouth, each bubble a firefly winking away toward the surface.

			A slow burn crept through my chest; my mind numbed in horror. I thrashed in the raging water. After everything—­every wretched thing I had been through, every indignity, every loss—­this was how I was going to die.

			Before I could fully give in to my panic, however, the water swirled behind me, and two arms wound up under my armpits, lofting me toward the sunlight.

			We broke the surface, and I spluttered like a cat choking on a bone as my rescuer dragged me on my back to the edge of the pier. Two freckled arms reached down from the rocks and hauled me onto solid ground. Golden hair flashed in the sunlight.

			The woman diver climbed up the slick rocks, shedding water. The man knelt beside me.

			“Take a few deep breaths,” he said.

			I did, hacking out salt water. The woman dropped down on the man’s far side, wringing out her braid.

			“Not a swimmer, are you?” she remarked.

			I shook my head. Water trickled out of my ears. “How could you tell?”

			“Did you swallow any water?” asked the man. The blonde of his beard was darker and redder than his hair, which matched the woman’s.

			“No.” I touched my forehead, my hand shaking slightly. “Am I bleeding?”

			“No, but you’ll have a bruise. Nothing a balm can’t take care of.”

			I drew in a slow breath, relishing the sensation of air in my lungs. As my fright eased, I looked at the woman. She regarded me with a distant coolness, one eyebrow raised ever so slightly.

			I steadied my trembling hand and held it out to her, palm-­up. “Thank you. I’m useless in the water. You saved my life.”

			She looked first at my hand, and then back up at my face, her eyes narrowing just slightly.

			“Well,” I said, using my outstretched hand to sweep my bedraggled hair over my shoulder. “I suppose I’ve imposed on you enough. Bless the Light for your skill in the water and regard for a stranger’s life.” I bent my knees to stand. “Good luck with your abalone.”

			“Wait,” she said.

			I paused, looking at her again. She cleared her throat.

			“Colm,” she said. “Don’t you think we ought to see to that bruise? She could have been concussed.”

			Her brother—­of this I was sure, thanks to the golden hair, freckles, and the familial look she shot him—­furrowed his brow, but before he could speak, she picked up her tunic and pulled it over her head.

			“Come,” she commanded, standing. “Let’s get you into the tavern. The barman may have something warm you can take. Brandy, perhaps.”

			“I’m . . . not . . .”

			But she dragged me to my feet and steered me back up the pier, wending in and out among the bustle of fishermen. I won’t lie—­I didn’t put up much of a fight. Her brother Colm shrugged on his own shirt and started after us.

			“Your abalone,” I protested.

			“We’ll collect more,” she said flatly.

			The tavern was quiet and dark after the blazing activity on the pier. It wasn’t time yet for the boatmen to come plodding in to banish the day’s weariness with a tankard, and so the only other person inside was the barman. The golden-­haired woman sat me down at a table by the empty fireplace and pulled out the chair across from me.

			“What about my brandy?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

			She ignored me and sat down, her wet trousers dripping onto the flagstones. Her brother sank down next to me with an air of unease.

			“What’s your name?” she asked me.

			“Mae,” I said. “What’s yours?”

			“Where do you come from, Mae?”

			“What’s it matter to you? This town is full of travelers.”

			“But none, I think, that hail from your homeland. Your accent and careless mannerisms betray you.”

			“What mannerisms?” I asked, stung.

			She gestured impatiently. “You shout a remarkably specific oath—­no one within two hundred miles of here says earth and sky—­you give thanks palm-­up, and you take to water as well as a drunken cat. I spent too long tiptoeing around your imbecile king to not recognize someone from the Silverwood Mountains.”

			“He’s not my king.”

			“Don’t lie to me . . .”

			“No,” I interrupted, crossing my arms. “You’re not wrong. I’m from the Silverwood. But Valien’s not my king. And if you think I stick out, you should see yourselves. You look like a ­couple of cornstalks in a bean field. You’re not native Sea-­folk any more than I am.”

			She folded her hands on the table, her eyes icy. “So,” she said.

			“So,” I replied. “Thank you for saving my life, and for pretending to buy me a brandy, but I think I’ll be on my way.”

			“What do you mean when you say Valien is not your king?”

			“Just what I said. I’m no citizen of his, and I’m not loyal to his council.”

			“But you’re from the Silverwood Mountains.”

			“Once upon a time, yes, I was.”

			“Care to elaborate?”

			“Not if you’re going to keep secrets yourself.” I started to rise from my chair, but as I did, she reached into her damp collar and drew out a long silver chain. Dangling at the end was an iridescent pearl as big as my toenail.

			“Do you know what this is?” she asked.

			“A pearl.”

			“And where do pearls come from?”

			“They’re spit up by mussels.”

			She closed her eyes briefly, holding her breath at my ignorance. “We’ll come back to that. I mean where—­where in the eastern world do we find pearls?”

			“Lumen Lake, of course. I’m not an idiot. I lived in the mountains right next door for most of my life.”

			She closed her fingers around the pendant. “There you have it. We are folk of the lake, Mae. We come from Lumen.”

			I allowed surprise to register on my face. “Well, what are you doing diving for sea snails in Tiktika, three-­hundreddy-­some-­odd miles from home? I didn’t think anyone escaped the Alcoran invasion three years ago. Shouldn’t you be dead, or enslaved?”

			“Yes,” she said quietly, but before she could continue, a spate of shouting filtered through the tavern’s speckled window. We turned to peer out onto the docks, where a flurry of activity was broiling. A tussle was drawing a knot of eager bystanders. Some were trying to separate the culprits, but most were egging them on.

			“Oh, great Light,” the woman spat.

			Colm rose from the table. “I’ll get him.” He headed out into the sunlight. We watched as he waded into the sea of onlookers, reached down, and lifted a figure by the collar. Brushing off riled spectators like mosquitoes, he bore his quarry back toward the tavern. The ragdoll figure in his grip twisted and shouted, his toes barely brushing the ground.

			“ . . .  and I hope you choke on it, you cheating son of a cowbird! I hope your boat springs a leak the next time you . . . Put me down, Colm!”

			Colm threw his catch into the remaining chair and sat down again without a word. The newcomer’s hair was a darker, dirtier gold than the other two, but he had more freckles than the two of them put together. Perched under his right eye was an old white scar shaped like an upturned smile. Across the table, the woman was glaring at the boy with a look that could have frozen the waves lapping at the pier. A familial look. Another sibling.

			“Swear that fisherman started it,” he said, meeting her glare with a thrust-­out chin. “All morning I helped him haul nets, and then he goes to count out my share of the catch and he . . .”

			“Arlen,” she interrupted. “Be quiet.”

			He slouched back into his seat, glowering and nudging his swelling lip with his knuckle. Then he noticed me.

			“Who’s that?”

			“We were in the process of figuring that out,” she said, turning her attention back to me. “Where did we leave off?”

			“With you claiming to be Lake-­folk when most tales say you should either be dead or diving for pearls under the Alcoran flag,” I said.

			“Many ­people did die that day, but obviously we were not among them,” she said with a bitter edge to her voice. “We three were the only ones to escape the lake.”

			“Convenient for you, if not for the rest of your folk.”

			Arlen slammed his hands on the table, his eyes blazing. “How dare you . . .”

			“I’m not interested in debating the truths of that day with you,” she said, overriding her youngest brother’s outburst.

			“Then what are you interested in?” I asked. “I’ve given you my thanks, which I’m starting to regret. What say we part ways as unlikely acquaintances and leave it at that?”

			“Because I’m not interested in that, either. I’m interested in information. You come from the Silverwood, the lake’s eastern neighbor. I saved you from drowning. As repayment, I would appreciate information on the current state of Lumen Lake and the plight of our folk.”

			“You’re Silvern?” Arlen asked, looking me up and down. “Of course you are, now I see it. Colors that dark, you’re not fooling anyone . . .”

			“Arlen, great Light, if you can’t say anything useful, then keep quiet.” His sister’s eyes didn’t leave mine.

			I quirked an eyebrow at her. “You speak pretty boldly for a refugee from a fallen country. And anyway, you’re out of luck. My information is more out of date than yours. I haven’t been in the mountains in five years, long before the Alcoran invasion.”

			“Why not?”

			“None of your business.”

			For someone dressed as a displaced vagrant, she certainly could convey a look of authority. I tried to return her icy stare without blinking.

			“Why not?” she asked again.

			“None of your damn business.”

			Her cool gaze flicked over my own tattered appearance. “You don’t look as though you moved away for better opportunities. Family trouble?”

			“Hardly.”

			“Punishment?” Her eyes narrowed. “Exile?”

			That was quick. I hadn’t anticipated we’d land on the topic so promptly. My hesitation seemed to confirm things for her. She leaned back with the air of someone used to interrogation.

			“Exile, then.”

			“Fine.” I waved a hand in irritated concession. “I was banished. I’m not to set foot under the eaves of the Silverwood.”

			“What for?”

			“What does it matter?” I spat.

			She drew her index finger along her lower lip. “I suppose it doesn’t. Perhaps appearances are correct, and you really are just a common criminal.”

			“I am not,” I replied forcefully.

			She lifted a delicate eyebrow, and I huffed in acquiescence. I’d lost control of the conversation. “I spoke out against the imbecile king.”

			“Against King Valien?”

			“Against Vandalen. Valien was only the prince when I was a citizen. All his father had to do was snap his fingers, and I went from a member of the Royal Guard to someone with no title and no home.”

			“But Vandalen was killed last year, when he tried to overthrow the Alcoran invaders and claim the Lumeni throne as his own. I heard the news in Sunmarten. Valien’s the new king now. Couldn’t he reinstate you?”

			“I sincerely doubt it. Vandalen’s old councilors won’t give up the idea of acquiring Lumen Lake, and unless things have changed drastically, Valien won’t have any power over them. He’ll be nothing more than their puppet until he finds some kind of leverage.”

			I could almost see the woman arranging her thoughts behind her stormy blue eyes. “You were in the Royal Guard, you say?”

			“I was a Woodwalker.”

			“You’re all Woodwalkers,” Arlen said, his chin on his fist.

			“No.” I pointed at him, irked. “I can’t believe how many ­people outside the mountains have that misconception. We’re not all Woodwalkers. Woodwalker is a title, a rank. We’re stewards, charged with protecting the mountains and directing the rest of the scouts. We command the Wood Guard, the highest branch of the Royal Guard . . .”

			“All right, enough,” he said, waving his hand to cut me off.

			His cavalier dismissal to my rank galled me. “Who do you think you are?”

			He smirked. “I’m—­”

			“Arlen!” his sister snapped. At first I thought she might be upset at his attitude, but then I wondered if she was more concerned about what he was going to say rather than how he was going to say it. Nevertheless, something was kindling in her eyes. She focused her attention on me again. “So then, you know the mountains? I mean to say, you can get through them?”

			“Of course I can. Blindfolded.”

			“Without being caught by the Royal Guard? By the other Woodwalkers, who possess the same skills as you?”

			“I imagine so. I know where they range and what sets them on alert.”

			“Even now, after being away for so long?”

			“Yes.” The bitterness of my banishment welled up in my voice. “The Silverwood is my home. It’s my identity. It’s as much a part of me as my own bones. That kind of thing doesn’t go away just because some idiot with a crown tells you to get out.”

			She regarded me. Arlen had a blank expression on his face, but Colm was watching his sister with a shrewd stare.

			“Mona,” he said quietly.

			She turned to him. “It could be time.”

			“We don’t know what we’ll find . . .”

			“We will never know what we’ll find,” she fired back, her eyes alight. “No news of our folk can get through those wretched mountains, and the passages south are blocked now. We’ve wasted too much time in caution’s shadow.”

			I looked between the two of them. “What?”

			“You’re being too quick to trust,” he said, glancing at me. “Your desire to free our folk is clouding your judgment.”

			“When will we have another chance, Colm? When will we be presented with someone who knows the mountains but doesn’t answer to their king?”

			“Wait,” I said again. “What?”

			Arlen was catching on. He sat forward. “We’re going back?” His eyes were bluer than his sister’s, but they burned with the same energy.

			“We have a guide,” she pressed, staring Colm down. “That’s all we’ve ever needed.”

			I gripped the table, trying to slow down the momentum this conversation was gaining. “Wait. Wait. Nobody’s guiding anybody anywhere.”

			She whirled on me, and once again I was hit by the full blast of her authority, despite her plain clothes and sunburned skin. “We have had a plan of action since the day we dragged ourselves out of the river that flows away from Lumen Lake, but one thing always stood in our way: we could never get back to our folk. We escaped south through the Cypri waterways, but they’re blocked now by the Alcoran ships that ferry the wealth of the lake south to our enemies. The only way back is through the mountains, and no one save the Wood-­folk can navigate ten feet under those eaves. You are just the person we have been looking for.”

			“No,” I said flatly, “I’m not.”

			“Three years we’ve been wandering unfamiliar lands, and not once have we come across a single Silvern. Your king has closed off the mountains. Nothing flows in or out. You are our first, and likely only, chance.”

			“I’m sure you think that’s true, but why on earth should I agree to this?” I gestured to her. “Every aspect of my upbringing and training tells me you’re my enemy, or at least a hostile neighbor, and here you are asking me to lead you among my own folk? What’s in it for me?”

			“You say you are not loyal to King Valien.”

			“But I’m still loyal to my folk and my rightful home.”

			“Exactly. And I think we can both agree that despite the antagonism between the lake and the mountains, we have a common foe in Alcoro. At one time, the mountains were the path of trade between Lumen Lake and the rest of the eastern world. Our wealth flowed through your country. Your silversmiths partnered with our pearl divers to create the most exquisite works under the stars.” She held up her pearl pendant again, letting it swing from her fingers. “The Alcorans have changed all of that. They exploit the skills of my folk and funnel our wealth into foreign lands.” She leaned forward. “It doesn’t have to be that way. If we can retake the lake, we can open up trade again through the mountains. It benefits your folk as well as mine.”

			“That still doesn’t help me,” I said.

			She was still leaning forward on her elbows, her shoulders tense. I got the feeling she was doing some swift thinking.

			“Mona,” Colm said again, his voice just a bit more desperate.

			She flicked her eyes around the empty tavern and then straightened, rolling her shoulders back in a practiced move. “My name is Mona,” she said quietly. “Do you recognize that name?”

			“It’s a typical lake name. Wasn’t it the name of the queen who was killed in the invasion?”

			She looked at me pointedly. Next to me, Colm rested his bearded chin wearily in his hand.

			My slow dawning of realization must have shown plainly on my face. “Wait . . .”

			“Yes. I am that queen who should have been killed. I am Mona Alastaire, Queen of Lumen Lake and the Twelve Islands.” She held up the pearl pendant again. “This isn’t just a pearl. This is an heirloom of my line, one of the first and largest ever found in Lumen, passed down through the monarchy since it began.”

			“How on earth did you survive the invasion?” I asked.

			Her gaze flicked briefly to Colm before settling back on me. “We swam.”

			“Down the southern waterways?”

			“Yes. We ended up in Matariki, for a while, but Alcoro uses it as a port, and we couldn’t stay there. We worked our way up through the hills of Winder to the southern borders of the Silverwood, but we couldn’t find anyone who could navigate it. We spent a great deal of time trying to find a way through, but what little money we had eventually ran out, and we were forced to return to the coast. We’re water-­folk, after all, and could earn a meager living diving. We had fairly good luck in Sunmarten for quite some time. Until this fool”—­she nodded to Arlen, who huffed a great sigh—­“started a drunken brawl in front of half the population at midwinter, shouting that we were the rightful monarchs of Lumen Lake.” She gave him a familiar glare.

			Her brother somehow managed to look both abashed and smug.

			“And nobody confronted you about it?” I asked. “No one’s tried to apprehend you?”

			“I have come to hope that anyone listening to his ranting assumed he was a drunkard spouting nonsense. But all the same, we fled the town before rumors could spread.”

			Arlen rolled his eyes. “Almost four months ago this happened, and you’d think I’d been doing it every night since.”

			“I just pulled you out of a fight!” Colm said.

			“At least I wasn’t ranting this time. And I didn’t start the brawl.”

			“At any rate,” Mona continued, “no one has approached us, and we’ve been careful to keep a low profile.”

			“Working as divers?”

			“You didn’t recognize us,” she pointed out. “And you should be more familiar with our folk than anyone on the coast.”

			I stared at her for a moment, processing her story. This was powerful news for the eastern world—­powerful and dangerous. A few seconds of silence ticked by, and then I shook myself.

			“That . . . that doesn’t change anything,” I insisted with forced conviction.

			She settled back into her chair again. “I am queen of a very wealthy nation, Mae. From the looks of things, you are penniless as well as homeless.”

			“That’s not true,” I retorted. “I have enough copper in my pocket to buy a whole pistachio from the nut vendor.”

			“Do this for me,” she said. “Get me and my brothers successfully through the mountains, and I will make you richer than your paltry king.”

			“And after?” I said. “What becomes of me afterward?”

			“Whatever you like. Stay as a citizen of the lake. Charter a boat to take you south. Perhaps we can even try to parley with King Valien and have your sentence lifted. He may listen if we can reclaim power.”

			“Why don’t I bolt right now and bring this news to the first Alcorans I can find?” I asked. “They’d pay me just as well, I imagine, and they’re already in power.”

			“Because you’d get a dart in your back,” Arlen said sharply.

			“Because the strength of a Woodwalker is in her integrity.”

			I swung my gaze to Colm, startled to hear words from my old pledge coming out of his mouth. He gave a slight shrug. “If history books are to be believed. Perhaps the rank no longer upholds that value.”

			I stared at him, an old, dormant devotion flaring to life somewhere deep inside me. Mona smoothed down a smile, knowing he had driven right through the heart of the issue. Seeing this smugness on her face shook me back to my senses, and I tried to bury that flicker of warmth back in its shell.

			“How rich?” I asked.

			She smiled and held up her pearl pendant. It shimmered in the dusty sunlight.

			“As rich as you need to be. You’ll be able to buy an island of pistachios.”

			“Hang on,” Arlen blurted, his brow furrowed in thought. “I’m all for going back and routing out Alcoro, but how do we know we can trust”—­ he gestured up and down at me—­“this? Even if she’s not loyal to the Silverwood king, she’s still Silvern, hardly our ally. She might leave us in the mountains.”

			“What on earth would I gain from that?” I asked him. “Risk my own neck by violating my banishment just to leave you? The sentence placed on me if I return is execution. If I’m entering the mountains again, I’d damn well better get something out of it.”

			“Of course,” Mona said coolly. She ignored her youngest brother’s scowl and turned to Colm. “But we can’t proceed if you’re opposed, Colm. I can see you thinking. What do you say?”

			He was silent for a moment, his chin resting once again in his hand.

			“I’m worried we’re being too hasty,” he said finally. “I’m not keen to attempt the Silverwood, even with a guide, especially as she’s been away from it for so long. What if the king has changed his scout paths? What do we tell him if we’re caught? And are we absolutely sure we can succeed if we do reach the lake?” He shook his head. “There’s just too much we don’t know. But you know I’ll follow you anywhere, Mona, and I’m as anxious as you are to free our folk.” He lifted his chin off his hand. “I’m not opposed. If you go, I’ll go.”

			She smiled at him. “Good. I’m grateful to you, Colm.” She looked back to me. “So it’s settled, then.”

			I shifted. This had all happened very fast. “I suppose.”

			“Excellent.”

			“I’ll need a day or two to collect supplies and plan our route,” I said.

			She fluttered a hand. “Of course.”

			“And money. Unless you want to split the pistachio.”

			“We have enough to outfit us for a journey. Arlen can go with you to make your purchases. Anything else?”

			I looked at her, the deposed queen, her blonde hair frizzing as it dried in its braid. I glanced at her two brothers. Arlen was eager; Colm looked weary.

			Drag these three through the Silverwood without alerting the king’s scouts to our presence, only to face a hostile force on the far side? Risk the sentence laid on my head for three ousted monarchs with so little chance for success?

			My stomach growled, as if trying to add its opinion to my inner debate. It had been some time since I had had enough money for a decent meal. Besides that, Mona had saved my life. But underneath both of these sentiments trickled that deep, dark, dreadful love, the one I had been trying to so hard to wipe away in my exile.

			I wanted to see my home again. I wanted to do my rightful job. I was a Woodwalker, and I was desperate.

			I pinched the bridge of my nose in my fingers, and then looked toward the bar.

			“Brandy,” I said. “I think I’ll need that brandy.”

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2


			The supplies I would have preferred to take with me through the mountains were difficult to come by in Tiktika’s coastal markets. Fishing tackle and boat materials were available in abundance, but gear for a journey through woods and mountains was in short supply.

			I went from stall to stall, with Arlen trailing me, seeking suitable wares that would last us through our journey. Mona had sent him along, I knew, to help carry my purchases, but also to be sure I wasn’t going to pocket her money and flee the town. He made a great show of reluctance over every item I selected, painstakingly counting out the necessary coinage.

			“We’ve got cord,” he said, leaning against a wooden pillar as I tested the strength of a length of rope.

			“We’re going to need something heftier to hang our food in the trees each night,” I said, coiling it up.

			“For bears?”

			“Bears, and everything else. Mice, raccoons, skunks . . . few creatures would pass up a convenient bag of fruit.”

			“Is it true the Wood-­folk can communicate using animal calls?”

			“Well, sort of. Not in general. But the Wood Guard uses a set of bird calls to signal to each other. Cardinal means all clear, towhee means rally to me, that kind of thing.”

			“How is the Wood Guard different from the Royal Guard?”

			“There are three branches to the Royal Guard,” I said, my gaze passing over a cordwainer selling stiff boots and shoes. “Wood Guard’s the highest branch, made up of the scouts and headed by the Woodwalkers. We’re stewards rather than soldiers; we keep an eye on the forest and our impact on it. The Armed Guard is the army. Both of us are trained for combat, but the Wood Guard deals more with stealth and sniping than swordplay.”

			“And the third branch?”

			“Oh. The Palace Guard.” I snorted a bit as we passed a silk vendor. “We call them the Guard of Last Resort. Friendly rivalry. They protect the palace, and the monarchy, which is important, but we like to think of them as lounging around in pretty uniforms while we do all the dirty work.” I drew up short a few stalls down and groaned in envy. “Speaking of.”

			It was the bowyer, her stall packed with bows of all makes. Reel-­mounted Paroan bows crafted for bowfishing, recurved Winderan bows made of sheep horn. There were even a few clumsy crossbows. Alcoro was the only country currently equipped with crossbows, and they guarded the secrets of their engineering very closely. That didn’t stop others from attempting replications. I passed over these newfangled weapons and picked up a bow most familiar to my grip—­a short flatbow, though even it was composited with horn, rather than being one solid piece of wood like I was used to.

			“May I?” I asked the bowyer. At her nod, I strung the bow and pulled the sinew back to my cheek. It bent with relative ease compared to my old, dense hickory bow, but I could still feel the power in its short limbs.

			“Sycamore?” I asked.

			The bowyer nodded again. “Ten easterns.”

			Arlen whistled. “Nope.”

			I gazed longingly down the sight. “It’s got a nice draw.”

			“We haven’t got that much, and even if we did, Mona would kill me. Besides, I’m armed. We won’t need a bow.”

			I sighed and straightened the bow. Ten golden easterns was more money than I’d had in the past six months combined. Too much for a composite sycamore bow, I told myself. And I’d have to buy arrows as well. Resignedly, I unstrung the sinew and set the bow back among its fellows. Still, I brushed the flat limb with a wistful finger.

			“What’s next?” Arlen asked, probably hoping to distract me from the stall.

			I moved reluctantly down the aisle. “Oilcloth.”

			We moved down the aisle, where I looked over a selection of oilcloth pouches. He hung over my shoulder and continued his questions from before. “Is it true that if you step off any established path, the mountains are bewitched by the king’s sorcerers to disorient you?”

			“Where on earth did you hear that?”

			He shrugged. “It’s one of those stories, you know, they tell you as a kid.”

			“Well, it’s nonsense. The king has councilors, but they’re not sorcerers. They couldn’t bewitch a twig any more than you or I could.”

			“So no magic?” He squinted, as if unwilling to believe me. “How do you make sense of the mountains? How come nobody else can get through?”

			I turned to him with some surprise. “How do you folk hold your breaths for so long? How do you avoid falling prey to cold water? Skill. Preparation. Heritage. Just like you, and every other nation: the Sea-­folk’s cunning with boats; the Hill-­folk’s knack with livestock. There’s nothing special about us.”

			“And the Light? Do you revere the Light?”

			I shrugged and went back to picking through the oilcloth. “As much as anyone else. Do you?”

			“We did, sort of. But Mona’s not too keen on it now. Alcoro, you know, they have this whole grand plan they believe is divinely inspired. They invade other nations thinking they’re fulfilling the prophecy of the Light, that it’s their destiny.”

			“Yes, I’ve heard that. That prophet, that . . . what do they call him, the Prism? He was supposed to have carved his prophecy into the rock that the Alcoran capital is built around, right?”

			He waved his hand irritably. “It could be set in steel and inlaid with gems, and it would still be wrong. What kind of divine power directs one nation to enslave another? What kind of prophet justifies murdering a monarch for material gain?”

			I held up my hands. “I’m just trying to buy oilcloth.”

			He frowned at the pouches in my hand. “Are you sure you need three of those?”

			“Yes. Three silvers.”

			He handed me the money with pointed resignation. “How much more stuff do we need?”

			“Not much. For the next week or so, we’ll be traveling up the River Rush, and there will be plenty of traders’ towns. It won’t be until we leave Rósmarie, the quarry town at the foot of the mountains, that we’ll really be on our own. So we don’t need to carry as much up front. I do need to replace some of my herbs, though.”

			We moved down the rows of stalls until we came to the herbalist, surrounded by plants and tinctures of all kinds. I looked through her wares. She carried many exotic products—­eucalyptus oil, ginseng, and bright golden packets of powdered turmeric—­but these were all expensive, and I could cobble together substitutes from my own medical kit. But my stores of peppermint were low, and I was entirely out of lavender oil. I nudged Arlen, who was leaning against the next stall, fingering a tray of jasper pendants.

			“Seven silvers.”

			“Seven? What for?”

			“For the medical kit. I can find a lot of herbs in the forest, but not everything. Seven silvers.”

			He counted out his coins. “Just what kind of injuries are you planning on treating?”

			“With you lot, who knows? I imagine you’ll get creative. Give me the money.”

			“What is that?” Mona asked later that evening, when we were laying out our wares.

			Arlen cradled the jasper pendant in his hands. “For Sorcha,” he said wistfully. “To give her when we return, as a token of my love.”

			She closed her eyes, pained. “You courted her for two weeks before the Alcorans invaded, and yet you wasted a handful of silver buying her a pendant?”

			“She loves me.”

			“She slapped you.” Mona plucked the money bag off of his belt. “Which I now have the urge to do. Rivers to the sea, be sensible. You don’t even know if she’s still alive. Don’t waste our money.”

			“We can use it to start fires if our flint gives out,” I said, waving the two apart and rolling out my map on the table. Maps of the Silverwood were difficult to come by and usually incomplete, so I had sketched out my own, making the best guesses I could where distances were concerned. Some of my details were vague at best—­Lake Lille was out of proportion and the southern reaches of Winder and Paroa were outrageously simplified, but these landmarks had no bearing on our journey. Mona bent over my work. Arlen slunk to his pack, scowling, and stowed the jasper pendant inside.

			“You’ve drawn the islands wrong,” Mona said.

			“What islands?”

			“The Lumeni islands,” she said, pointing with irritation to my crude rendering of Lumen Lake. “You only drew five, and they’re all incorrect.”

			“How about I redraw them if we get there,” I said, sliding the map out from under her finger. “Let’s focus on what’s before us.” I traced the River Rush. “We start off heading southwest. We’ll hit Rusher’s Junction in three days or so, four if we move slowly.” I pointed to the town at the head of the great delta that ran out to the sea. “After the junction, we pass from Paroa into Winder. Sea country into hill country. From there it’ll be smaller travelers’ towns up to Rósmarie—­seven, eight days at the most. And then it gets a little trickier.” I tapped my finger at the border of the Silverwood. “What used to be Tradeway Road is impassable to outsiders; over the last fifty years or so, the monarchs let the trailhead fall into disrepair, and it’s almost impossible to find now. Besides that, it would lead us directly to Lampyrinae, the king’s palace, so it’s no good to us. I plan on taking us further south, through the center of the forest.”

			“Is there a path?” Mona asked.

			“No. That’s the bad news. The good news is that it will be much, much harder for the king’s scouts to pick up our trail. At a reasonable pace, we should get through to the Palisades in about two weeks.”

			“The Palisades?” asked Arlen.

			“The big stone escarpment separating the lake from the forest . . .”

			“I know what it is,” he said, opening up a bag of fruit leathers we had purchased earlier that day. “Where all the waterfalls come down. We have to go down it? Is that even possible?”

			“In some places,” I said. “We’ll have to be careful, though. It may take us a few days.”

			“Ugh.” He dropped his head back against the wall with a thud. “Can’t we ride, or at least get a pack-­horse?”

			“Sure,” I said sharply, gathering up my map. “Go out and buy yourself a pack-­horse with what coins you have left. She’ll be of great use to us while we’re traveling light along the road and sleeping in inns. But you can’t get a horse through the mountains, not the way we’re going. You’d have to hawk her in Rósmarie.” He was glaring at me. “Look, I never said this was going to be easy, or fun, but you lot asked me, not the other way around . . .”

			“All right, all right,” Arlen retorted. “I get it. We walk.”

			“It can’t be worse than escaping the lake,” Colm said quietly.

			This comment silenced the other two siblings for a moment, lost in some shared memory. I tucked my map into my pack, letting the conversation lapse. When it became clear that none of them were going to start up the logistics again, I cleared my throat.

			“Tools, weapons,” I said loudly. “What have you got?”

			Mona gave a small shake. “An auger, I hope.” Before I could ask what she meant, she looked up, focusing her authority once more. “Arlen is the best warrior of the three of us, though he had to trade his sword in Lille.”

			“I still have the Bird,” he said.

			“You have what?” I asked.

			He loosened a strap on his pack and held up a length of wood that curved sharply at one end. Two pearls were set into the wood, transforming the curve into the beak of a bird’s head. “My atlatl. Bird of Prey.”

			“An atlatl?” I stared at the antiquated weapon. “That’s the weapon you were talking about? Your folk still use atlatls?”

			His ears reddened. “No, we use swords and bows like the rest of the East—­longbows, too, not your stubby little flatbows. But this was the first thing I managed to rip off the wall when ballistae started blasting the lakeshore apart.”

			“Do you have darts for it?”

			“A few.”

			I waved my hand. “I suppose it could deter a raccoon going after our food.” He swelled with indignation, but I turned to Colm. “What about you?”

			He shook his head. “I couldn’t get to anything in time when we fled the lake. All I’ve got’s a knife.”

			“Likewise,” said Mona, cinching down her pack. “But I doubt any weapon will be much use to us no matter what the scenario, don’t you think?”

			“Yes,” I agreed. “Lighting fires in the Silverwood will draw every scout
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