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THE ROYAL COURTS OF THE ALLIED NATIONS 
SYHL SHALLOW AND EMBERFALL




	TITLE
	NAME
	RESIDING IN




	Queen of Syhl Shallow
	Lia Mara
	Syhl Shallow


	King of Emberfall
	Grey
	Emberfall


	Their Daughter
	Princess Sinna Cataleha
	Syhl Shallow
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	Queen’s Chief Adviser and Sister
	Nolla Verin
	Syhl Shallow


	Royal Physician
	Noah of Disi*
	Emberfall


	Counsel to the King
	Jacob of Disi*
	Emberfall
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	Brother to the King
	Prince Rhen
	Emberfall


	Princess of Disi, Rhen’s Beloved
	Princess Harper of Disi*
	Emberfall
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	King’s Courier
	Lord Tycho of Rillisk
	Emberfall








* “Disi” is not a real country, though the people of Emberfall and Syhl Shallow both believe it to be the birthplace of Princess Harper. In truth, “Disi” refers to Washington, DC. When a curse tormented Prince Rhen years ago, Harper, Noah, and Jacob were magically trapped on the grounds of Ironrose Castle in Emberfall, with no way home aside from breaking the curse . . . but that’s a different story.




CHAPTER 1
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NAKIIS

This fire is too hot, making my wounds ache, but I asked Igaa to smother the flames a week ago, and she refused. She claims that I summon ice in my sleep, and she wants no spark of our scraver magic to linger in the air too long. She doesn’t want any risk of Xovaar or his minions finding us until I can heal enough to protect myself.

I told her not to bother. Xovaar already killed me. The death part is just taking a while.

I force my eyes open and discover the cave we share is full of sunlight, the scents of early summer filling the air. Wherever Igaa has hidden me, we must be far from any roads or houses, because I’ve heard little beyond the occasional drone of insects outside the cave. At night, it’s crickets and cicadas, but it’s bees right now. A honeysuckle bush must be nearby, because the aroma is unmistakable.

I blink again, and my eyes are slow to reopen, my vision a bit hazy around the edges. Igaa’s fire isn’t blazing anymore, but the summer warmth pressing in from outside the cave would melt any ice immediately anyway. I wish we had been able to reach the forests of Iishellasa—or, at the very least, the banks of the Frozen River. Igaa could have cast me into the flowing rapids, and I would’ve slipped under the surface. My death would’ve been swift: painless and cold.

Dying here, in this miserable heat, seems to add insult to injury.

I let my eyes fall closed again. The cave is empty. Has she been gone long? I’ve stopped being able to measure time by a matter of minutes and hours, and now it seems that the days slip out of my grasp between my wakings. Even now, I have no idea how much time passes before my eyes open again, only that the angle of sunlight has changed. The droning bees have moved on.

A twinge of worry flickers through my head. So many of the others have already been destroyed by Xovaar and his allies. I can’t lose Igaa, too.

Then again, maybe I should stop fighting. I’ve already lost.

The air currents change, speaking a language all their own. I might not be able to fly, but my wings twitch a little as the slightest breeze flickers across my feathers, a momentary chill breaking through the brutal heat of the day.

Magic. Alarm cracks through my chest, and my wings rustle, as if I have the strength to flee a threat.

But then I recognize the flare of power on the air, and my heart settles, my eyes falling closed in relief.

Igaa.

The scent of fresh meat strikes me at once, and then an animal carcass is unceremoniously dropped on the cave floor in front of me.

I don’t move.

— I know you’re awake, Igaa says, speaking her thoughts to my mind, the way we do when we’re high in the air and the wind makes speech impractical. — Eat.

My eyes remain closed. — I’m not hungry.

A human woman might beg and cajole, but Igaa isn’t human, and she’s likely had quite enough of my resistance to her tending. I’m not surprised when the air currents shift again, just before her claws take hold of my chin and twist, forcing my jaw open. A second later, a scrap of raw flesh is pressed between my teeth.

I’m stronger than she is, and in another time or place, I could knock her hand away.

Right now, I can barely hold my head up.

— Eat, she says again, pressing my mouth closed as if I might spit it out just to spite her.

It’s tempting.

But no, the fresh blood is a bloom of copper on my tongue, and even if my brain is ready to give up, my body isn’t. Against my will, my mouth automatically begins to chew.

Igaa’s grip gentles. When I swallow, she presses another wet piece of flesh in behind it.

I want to resist. This all feels so futile.

But I don’t.

After a few more pieces, I turn my face away, and her sharp claws press into my jaw again.

This time it draws a growl from my throat, but even that sounds pathetically weak. — Igaa. No.

She sighs. — I should find your magesmith. I suspect his magic could heal this.

She means Tycho. He’s no more my magesmith than I am his scraver.

When I say nothing, Igaa adds, — He is your friend, Nakiis. He would help you.

I hiss. — No. He isn’t. And he wouldn’t.

I made sure of that weeks ago, when I refused to help Tycho protect that foolish king. I knew Xovaar would attack with impossible fury and kill anyone in his path. He nearly killed Tycho—and I did my best to warn him away. But he didn’t listen. He ran to the king’s side, and the two of them nearly perished.

They would have perished, if I hadn’t lent my magic to theirs.

But offering them my magic left me depleted, unable to defend myself when Xovaar retreated from that battle . . . and found me instead.

Igaa must have stolen a waterskin from somewhere, because she pours a bit across my lips.

— You need a magesmith, she insists.

— A magesmith cannot heal these wounds, Igaa. Enough.

— A magesmith could heal the infection.

This has become a common argument. She’s right that a magesmith could heal the infection. The deeper wounds, both caused by a spear of Iishellasan steel, will only heal with time.

It’s the infection that’s going to kill me.

Her clawed hand settles against my cheek, and she swears out loud in our language, the word sounding like a clash of ice in the confines of the cave. “You are hot enough to melt the Frozen River yourself.”

“Take me there,” I say roughly, my spoken voice revealing my weakness. “Let’s see.”

She’s quiet for a moment, and her fingers drift through my hair and down my neck, until her hand comes to a stop on my injured shoulder. The slight touch sends a wave of pain through my body, and I let out a breath.

“I would if I could, Nakiis,” she says quietly.

I know she would— but Xovaar would find us long before we could reach the river separating Syhl Shallow from Iishellasa.

“This is hopeless,” I say, the rough words barely more than a whisper. “Even if Tycho would help me, he has returned to Ironrose Castle. That is too far for you to travel alone. Not while Xovaar seeks us both.”

Her fingers trail through my hair again, and my eyes fall closed. Sleep pulls at me again, the deep, dreamless sleep of illness. But her voice speaks to my mind just before I drift away.

— Tycho is not the only magesmith we know.




CHAPTER 2
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CALLYN

I shouldn’t be here.

The thought has been plaguing me for days, and I can’t quite seem to shove it out of my head, no matter how hard I try. Lord Alek threatened to reveal my hidden magic if I didn’t leave the Crystal Palace, and anyone with any common sense would’ve left that very night. It’s no secret that magic doesn’t belong in the palace. Not now. Not after everything that’s happened.

But I can’t seem to make myself leave.

King Grey has been gone for two weeks, and most people believe he took every scrap of magic with him. I hear the relief among the palace staff. They’re glad he’s gone from Syhl Shallow, thinking the absence of his magic means there won’t be any further threats to the palace.

But they don’t see the darker effects of his leaving, like the sorrow that began to overtake the entire palace the morning after he left. I’m not sure how many people truly miss him, but the change in Queen Lia Mara is profound. Morning tea is a somber affair, with the queen absently drizzling honey over her bread, while little Princess Sinna stares forlornly out at the training fields, where she used to watch her father run drills. The queen used to be occupied with advisers and courtiers all day, but of late she has begun to retire to her room after the midday meal, only to emerge hours later with red-rimmed eyes and a rough voice. By nightfall, the queen has often found the bottom of her third or fourth glass of wine, and it has not gone unnoticed among the staff. Little Sinna hasn’t realized it yet, but my sister Nora has.

“Is the queen unwell?” she whispered to me yesterday, after Queen Lia Mara stumbled across the threshold into her bedroom. “She’s not going to turn out like Jax’s father, is she?”

The question was jolting, because I hadn’t realized how much Nora noticed about my best friend’s father—and how much his penchant for whiskey and ale affected his temperament. I bit my lip and stared after the queen. “No, Nora,” I whispered in response. “She’s just heartbroken.”

The queen’s sister, Verin, has no sympathy—or patience—for Lia Mara’s emotion. I’ve heard her snapping more than once. “You have a country to rule and a daughter to raise. You are well rid of that man and his magic. You should’ve let me put a sword through his chest before he left.”

The comment made me shiver. I wondered what Verin would do to me if she knew about the magic in my veins. As soon as I had the thought, I wondered what she’d do to the queen, who secretly shares the same talent.

Queen Lia Mara must have wondered the same thing, because she threw Verin out of her chambers.

But after that, we didn’t see the queen for an entire day. The next morning, she looked like she hadn’t slept at all.

So here I am, at the crack of dawn, two weeks after Alek demanded that I leave the palace—still here. At least I have a brief reprieve from the somberness of the royal suites, because I’ve been keeping up my training sessions with the army recruits. I don’t really have any friends among the soldiers, but at least it’s a distraction from the heavy grief hanging over the palace. Morning drills under the guidance of Lord Jacob might leave me a battered, sweaty mess, but it’s two hours where my thoughts aren’t filled with anxiety over someone else’s pain.

But this morning, Jacob doesn’t appear on the fields to lead drills. General Solt does.

The army recruits had been clustered in small whispering groups, which I’d been casually ignoring. I learned early on that the barracks have no shortage of gossip and drama. My sister, Nora, would probably be rapt with attention, but I don’t know any of the players, and in the midst of my own drama, I can’t make myself care.

But then I hear one of them murmur, “leaving the queen alone,” and I snap my head around.

As soon as I do, they stop talking. The silence is sharp and sudden, like a crack of thunder.

I might train with them, but they know who I am—and they know my proximity to the queen. It’s never seemed to matter, but all of a sudden, I’m keenly aware of it. Were they simply gossiping? Or was it something more?

But then General Solt appears on the fields, and the recruits snap to attention. I’m not in the army, so I don’t, but my mother was once an officer, so I know enough to stand beside them. I can sense the unease among the others, especially since Jacob isn’t here. General Solt has never come to the fields this early, and he doesn’t look happy about the fact that he’s here now either.

Without preamble, he says, “Tomorrow, you will join Captain Narrah’s unit for midday drills. For today, run an easy five. Full gear.” His voice is tight and official, leaving no room for disobedience. “Dismissed.”

An easy five. No matter how long I train, I will never get used to the way soldiers refer to a five-mile run with forty pounds of gear as if it’s a light day of work. But without complaint, the recruits fall into formation and move off, their gossip forgotten.

I don’t. General Solt has already begun to turn away, but I go after him. He was so severe that I’m hesitant to stop him, but I don’t know what happened to Lord Jacob, and I’m not sure if I’m meant to continue joining the recruits. The king is the one who initially made the offer— and he’s gone.

I grimace and jog to catch up with the man. “General?”

He turns with a fierce expression, probably ready to face a soldier who’s ignoring a direct order. But then his eyes skip over my form, and I see the moment he recognizes me.

“Callyn, yes?” A hint of fondness flickers in his gaze. “Adelyn’s daughter.”

That takes me by surprise, because I’m not used to anyone remembering my mother. But I nod. “Yes.”

He snaps his fingers and points at me. “I was supposed to find you some soldiers who served with your mother.” He grimaces. “You’ll have to forgive me. With the state of things—”

“Oh!” I say in surprise, remembering the promise he made weeks ago, when he said he’d locate any other soldiers who might have known my mother. That was before the scraver attacks that caused so much damage to the palace—and left so many people dead. Before the king was driven away by the people he’d sworn to protect. “Please don’t apologize,” I say. “Other things were more important.”

“This is important, too. We all lost family. I will find them for you.”

He was so prickly with the recruits that his sudden empathy takes me by surprise. I wonder who he lost. “Thank you, General.”

He gives me a nod and begins to turn away—and I realize he thinks this is why I stopped him.

“Wait!” I say.

He turns again. “I am due in the palace,” he says. He nods past me, where the recruits have already turned to specks in the distance. “And you’ve lost your unit.”

“I’m not a soldier. I work for the queen. I was just. . . I’ve been training with Lord Jacob.”

His eyes light with respect, and he nods. “Your mother would be proud.”

Then he turns away again.

I start after him. “General—”

This time when he turns, his expression is exasperated.

“Sorry,” I say quickly. “I just . . .” I wince. “You said that Captain Narrah would be taking over the recruits. What happened to Lord Jacob?”

A shadow falls over his expression, but only for an instant before the emotion vanishes. “The king has ordered his army to return to Emberfall, along with any remaining officials who are sworn to him.” The general pauses. “They departed at midnight.”

Midnight. When the king left, it was also in the middle of the night—and I didn’t even know until the following day. I don’t think anyone in the palace knew aside from the queen. I realized later that it must have been intentional, giving King Grey a long lead time before anyone even realized he was gone. I’m sure Lord Jacob was doing the same.

But it was one thing when the king alone left the palace. His magic has been the source of so much conflict here, and that was no secret. I witnessed the battle with the scravers that left so many people injured or dead, and I see the queen’s daily pain over the fact that she placed the desires of her citizens ahead of her love for her husband. But even with the king gone, there were still Emberish citizens in the palace. There were still Emberish soldiers barracked among the Syhl Shallow army. Many people expected them to remain—including me. A symbol of the ongoing peace between our countries.

If the king has withdrawn his people and his soldiers, that feels much more final.

That feels like a statement of something else.

Maybe that’s what those soldiers were gossiping about. The queen is very much alone now.

I swallow thickly, then nod. “Thank you, General.”

“If you intend to continue with the recruits, I will speak with Captain Narrah,” he says.

“I. . .” My voice trails off. I’m not sure what to say to that. I don’t know what the queen wants me to do. She’s so lost to her own sorrow that she probably doesn’t even know I’m down here.

But during my months in the palace, I’ve discovered the perfect statement for when I don’t have a good answer for something and I don’t want to guess wrong. I give General Solt a definitive nod. “I will speak with the queen to determine what she thinks is best.”

It works with him as well as it’s worked with anyone else, because he gives me a nod in return. This time, when he turns away, I turn in the opposite direction and sprint after the recruits.
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By the time I complete my run, I’ve sweated through my tunic and breeches, and I’m envisioning a long soak in the washroom at the back of my chambers. Back in Briarlock, a warm bath was a luxury requiring buckets hauled from the well down the lane near the forge, and our only soap was made from tallow and ash. But here in the palace, the warm water seems endless, the buckets carried by well-paid servants, and the soap smells good enough to eat.

Unfortunately, when I reach the royal suites, my sister, Nora, has a tense expression on her face, and the nursery looks like a tornado rolled through it. Little Princess Sinna is nowhere to be found, but her morning tutor likely already claimed her.

“What happened?” I say to Nora.

She sighs, crouching to scoop stone tiles into her hands. They’re scattered all over the floor, among broken pieces of balsam wood and a pot of spilled paint. “Sinna,” she says, as if it explains everything.

It doesn’t. Princess Sinna is better behaved than most four-year- olds, and I’m convinced it’s because she’s had courtly manners drilled into her since birth.

“I’m sorry I left you alone.” I drop to a crouch to help. “Did she have a tantrum?”

“Yes.”

“About what?”

“About nothing.” Nora pauses, and her voice drops. “She misses her parents.”

My mouth forms a line. I shouldn’t be surprised.

Nora sighs again, scooping another handful of tiles into her palm. “She declared that she wants to take her pony and go find her father. She’s mad that the queen won’t let her.”

I snort. “She’s going to ride all the way to Ironrose Castle? Of course the queen won’t let her.”

“Well, she demanded an audience with the queen.” Nora hesitates. “She’s never given me a decree like a princess before. I didn’t know what to do.”

That’s equally startling. Princess Sinna usually looks at Nora like an adopted big sister. My hands go still on the broken toys I’m picking up. “What did you do?”

“I told her that no one is allowed to demand an audience with the queen, but if she wants to see her when she awakens, I would make sure of it.”

I glance at the closed door that leads to the queen’s chambers. . . the chambers she used to share with the king. “Did that get her to calm down?”

Nora nods. “For a little while.” She pauses. “But the queen did not wake. Or if she did, she hasn’t come out.”

I glance at the window. It took me over an hour to run five miles, and now it’s reaching midmorning. The sun is blazing, the room full of light. “Not at all?”

Nora bites her lip and shakes her head.

“So Princess Sinna was unhappy,” I guess.

Nora nods, then gestures emphatically to indicate the room, in complete disarray thanks to a child-size tornado.

I sigh.

“Has anyone checked on the queen?” I say.

Nora bites her lip again—then shakes her head.

I look at the door to the queen’s chambers, then move across the room and press my ear to the door.

Nothing. And I’m sure Princess Sinna wasn’t quiet if she caused this kind of mess.

This is why I can’t leave, Lord Alek.

I finally move back to Nora’s side and resume tidying the mess. We work together in silence until Nora whispers, “I know people were afraid of the king and his magic, but this doesn’t feel better, Cally-cal.”

“I know,” I say. I look out the window at the training fields, where scravers attacked the king a couple of weeks ago. He only had two Emberish soldiers to stand at his side—until the queen and I emerged from the palace and lent our power to their efforts. Power that we’re not supposed to have. Most people think that we’re safe from the scravers now that magic has been banished from Syhl Shallow.

But every now and then, I feel the sparks and stars in my blood, and I know it’s not gone. Not from me, and not from the queen.

After a moment, I look back at the chamber door, considering the woman trapped by her own sorrow, and the distraught child caught in the middle. I consider my country, how so many people were terrified of magic that they drove the king right out of the palace.

But now the queen is drowning in grief. Allied soldiers from Emberfall have been ordered to leave. The king is gone.

Nora is right. Nothing seems better at all.





CHAPTER 3
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ALEK


I’m no stranger to being woken by nightmares.

In the past, the visions that haunted my dreams were either my sister or my mother being torn apart on a battlefield. A monster summoned by magic would swoop down from the sky, fangs and claws ripping into fragile skin, tearing them limb from limb, blood spraying in an arc to coat the faces of nearby soldiers.

The nightmares are a little ridiculous. My sister didn’t even die that way. She died during an attack on King Grey, and an arrow pierced her heart.

Unfortunately, my dreams—my nightmares—don’t seem to care about accuracy. My mother truly was torn apart by a monster on the other side of the border, and my thoughts are all too happy to connect their deaths in my mind. More than once I’ve woken in a cold sweat after watching them die together. The monsters in my dreams shift and change from night to night, taking on scales or feathers or horns—or all three at once—but they’re always awful.

But this morning when a nightmare awakens me, it’s not my sister or my mother being ripped to pieces by taloned hands.

It’s Callyn.

I wake panting, sweat soaking the fine linen sheets on my bed. Summer heat fills the room, and the bright sunlight blazing through the window tells me it must be midmorning.

I run a hand across my face, and it comes away damp. I blindly reach for the pull cord beside my bed and give it a jerk. Somewhere, a chime rings distantly.

I shouldn’t be dreaming about her. If my sleeping thoughts insist on showing me Callyn, the nightmares should be visions of her controlling the monster. Not being attacked by it.

Because she lied. She betrayed me. With her magic.

But she also saved me.

I press both hands into my face, rubbing at my eyes until I see stars. Until it hurts.

With a gasp, I jerk my hands down, and I give the cord another furious yank. I shouldn’t be thinking about her anyway. She’s no better than the king—and she’s likely gone from the palace by now, just like he is. Grey left weeks ago, and my reports say his soldiers aren’t far behind. No scraver attacks have been reported in Syhl Shallow. The king’s magic is gone—and Callyn’s should be, too. She’s a danger to the queen, and she’s a danger to the princess, so I gave her an ultimatum.

I told her to leave.

A twinge of regret flares in my chest.

Ugh. I press my fingertips into my eyes again. The room is so silent it hurts. I’m always alone, but right now, this solitude seems to have claws. I’m pressing on my eyeballs so hard that starbursts flare in my darkened vision.

“My lord?”

I startle so roughly I nearly fall out of bed. My arm knocks a bottle off my side table, and it crashes to the floor, shattering. The sound of glass skittering over the tile echoes against the walls, making my head pound immediately.

A footman stands in the doorway, unbothered.

This kind of morning is not what anyone on my staff would call uncommon.

“Breakfast,” I say roughly.

“Yes, my lord.” He pauses. “I’ll send a maid to tidy the mess.”

Tidy. As if I’ve absently left out a pair of trousers instead of scattering shards of glass everywhere.

Whatever. They’re paid for discretion, so I don’t mind if they extend it to me.

A scullery maid arrives with a broom and dustpan, followed by another servant bearing a platter of poached eggs and flaky biscuits lined with jam.

I gesture to the table in the corner, then throw back my blankets. Cautious of the broken glass, I make my way across the room, grateful for the distraction. But as I pick at the food, I can’t help but think of Callyn again. We met in her bakery, and I was charmed by her independence as swiftly as I was charmed by her food. I don’t think I ever told her that.

Maybe I should have.

The thought comes unbidden—and unwelcome.

That whole time, she had magic. She had magic, and she hid it.

The same kind of magic that killed my family. The same kind of magic that killed her family. I don’t know how she could—I don’t know how—I don’t know why she would—

I slam the fork down, and this time I nearly break the plate. I push it away from me. My heart is pounding, and I don’t know if it’s anger or fear.

Anger feels more worthy, but I’m worried it’s the latter. I think of my dream, and for a flicker of time, I imagine Callyn controlling those creatures, and I shudder. Betrayal lodges in my heart like a hot coal trapped behind the grate of the hearth.

I feel like such a fool. Her power surely comes from that pendant she wears around her neck. All this time, and I believed it was a ward against magic—not the other way around.

Another footman appears in my doorway. “Master Martyyn has delivered several messages this morning, my lord. He stated that you may wish to select the fabrics personally.”

I look up in surprise. Martyyn is my personal secretary, and to anyone outside my House, he’s responsible for organizing any missives regarding the shipment of fabrics and textiles.

He also secretly handles any private messages arriving from the Truthbringers.

You may wish to select the fabrics personally is a code we’ve used before, indicating he’s received such a message.

I haven’t heard that phrase in months. After the king and queen were attacked, the Truthbringers were fractured, splitting into factions: those who supported her position on the throne.

And those who didn’t.

I hold out a hand to the servant. “I’ll review them now.”

Once he’s gone, I waste no time. The letter on the top of the pile is cream-colored parchment, sealed with black-and-green wax, which is reliable because it’s impossible to remelt without losing the telltale swirls that reveal whether or not a message has been tampered with. The wax has been stamped with the Truthbringer seal.

I lift my knife and slice it open.

Lord Alek,

We’re pleased to report that Father has gone home for the summer season. Unfortunately, recent events have led many of us to wonder whether the estate would be better off if Mother were gone, too. After gathering our best silver, I have discovered a way to ensure success for our family, and it is only a matter of time before everyone is safe. There are those who may be opposed, but I have always felt that the end justifies the means. Don’t you agree?

As always, your support would be appreciated.

You know how to reach me.

Karyl

Father and Mother are code words for King Grey and Queen Lia Mara, but I haven’t received a message like this in months. For an instant, I wonder if the letter is a forgery. I haven’t heard from Lady Karyl since she proved to be working against me, when she assisted in trapping the queen. Karyl isn’t her real name, of course, but neither is Lady Clarinas, the name she went by when she worked in the palace as little Princess Sinna’s governess.

She was supposed to be a spy for me. But someone else won her loyalty, clearly.

Honestly, it’s been so long since I’ve heard from her that I assumed she was killed in Briarlock during the attack on the king and queen.

I read the letter again.

Recent events have led many of us to wonder whether the estate would be better off if Mother were gone, too.

Since I know the code, this letter is about as subtle as a sledgehammer. The king is gone, yet they still want to get rid of the queen.

If they want my help for that, they won’t be getting it.

After gathering our best silver.

She’s referring to the Iishellasan steel they were collecting before they battled the king in Briarlock. I wonder how much they have left. . . and what she intends to do with it.

I set down the letter and take a sip of my tea.

The next note is also sealed with black-and-green wax, and the parchment is slightly crumpled and dirty, as if it changed hands many times—or perhaps it was handled by someone who was a bit dirty himself. No Truthbringer sigil appears on this one, but then I don’t expect it.

I flick my knife against the seal. This letter
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