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Dear Reader,
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Queen of Rags is the thirteenth book I’ve published. After many years, it’s being re-released—this time in both Hungarian and English.

When it first came out, I received a fair amount of criticism about the names. First, the sheer number of them, which I’ve significantly reduced in this edition to make things easier to follow. Second, the way they sound, the way they’re spelled, and how difficult they are to pronounce. I admit, this remains one of the weaker points of the story. Still, there’s something I hope you’ll accept: this is a world that, according to its own history, broke away from ours roughly 75,000 years ago. (Time flows differently there—but you’ll see that soon enough.)

Over all those millennia, new languages, customs, cultures, religions, and political systems have risen, flourished, and faded. And with those new languages came new names—ones that bear little resemblance to the words we know today. These are the names you’ll encounter in this book. Yes, they’re strange—sometimes even jarring—but once you get to know the people behind them, you might just grow to love them.

The story follows eight main characters through a politically fragile situation. But don’t let the word politics scare you off—you’ll only get as much of it as absolutely necessary.

The idea for the book dates back nearly twenty years, when I wrote down a dream: a woman living in poverty takes in a man with a flat leather bag—a man from a parallel world. That’s where the sci-fi thread ends; from there, the story shifts into the realm of fantasy, with a sprinkle of humor.

Over time, the ideas came flooding in. Once I set down my pen (yes, I wrote this by hand, in a notebook—there’s an actual manuscript!), I still had nearly 200 pages’ worth of unused material left. What will become of it? If the spark returns, maybe it’ll grow into a sequel.

While writing it, this wasn’t always my favorite novel—in fact, there were times I outright hated it. Why? I couldn’t put my finger on it back then, but now, just before this new release, it finally became clear: politics. I write adventure easily, but the kind of scheming that unfolds in this story has always confused me in real life. Mapping out motivations and making them understandable was a real challenge. Weaving the chapters together, balancing the moving parts—that was the hardest part of all.

And yet, I’m proud of it. Despite everything, I feel like I’ve managed to craft a story that’s worth loving.

You probably know this already, but I write my books first and foremost for myself. Still, if others find joy in them too, that makes me truly happy. I hope that once you turn the final page, this story will leave you with a warm feeling as well.
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Prologue
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The iron carriage’s monotonous clatter lulled its passengers to sleep, and even those riding in the mounted escort bobbed their heads drowsily with the rhythmic swaying. 

Only Livar Gerradna kept his eyes nervously on the forest looming at the horizon’s edge. If all had gone according to plan, his younger brother was waiting somewhere behind those trees. He had explained everything in detail last night and left the boy ample time to prepare. Now it all depended on him.

The sacrifice would be great—Livar knew that—and if Deara’s future didn’t hang in the balance, he wouldn’t have lifted a finger. For now, Deara’s fate rested in Binira’s hands. But with the letter, he had passed control to his brother, Lessa. Just one more hour...

The iron carriage’s steady breathing, the nearly silent swish of its wheels, and the horses’ steady hoofbeats began to lull Livar Gerradna as well. Rocking in the saddle, his mind wandered to the square-shaped keep of Darras. Jenge’s son and Elindas—his own son—had ridden out an hour ahead of the caravan; by now, they should be safe. Then came the image of Gonabre smiling as she boarded the carriage, the young princess in her arms.

Yesterday afternoon, when he’d questioned her, she hadn’t dared meet his gaze.

“The Other Place? It’s full of people,” she’d whispered, eyes lowered. “Many of them envious. It's a cruel place, my lord, full of terrible, bloody wars.”

She knows, and yet she goes—Livar had thought. And Binira looked so carefree beside her, as if they were off on a leisurely outing... Doesn’t she grasp the danger at all?

Suddenly, Jenge reined in his horse.

“Dismount!” he commanded the procession.

Gerradna jolted awake, the drowsiness vanishing at once.

They had reached the edge of Gunadi; the city walls were visible about fifteen minutes ahead on horseback. Tradition dictated the escort halt here, beside the tree line.

By now, the townspeople had been herded out of the city. Every house had been searched from cellar to attic to make sure no one stayed behind. Speaking of the Other Place was strictly forbidden, and spying on those heading there was a capital crime.

The city guard was keeping watch over at least two thousand citizens, corralled onto a stubbled field stripped bare of rukva. With no shade, they sat in the scorching sun, far from the road. As the caravan came into view, the people rose. They cheered the young princess and hurled curses at her grandmother, Binira, but their voices didn’t carry far enough to reach the iron carriage.

Binira waved lazily to the crowd while Gonabre helped the four-year-old Lisara out of the vehicle. The girl enthusiastically waved back at the people, too eager to remember to hold on.

On one side of the road stood the royal guard in formation; on the other, the free riders. The twins—Binira and Gonabre—reboarded the carriage with the girl, and it slowly rolled past the lines. The women gave a final wave to the princes.

Livar Gerradna’s conscience stirred. He could still stop the carriage—all he had to do was order the drivers down. Or ride into the woods and hold Lessa back. But his legs would not obey. His mind told him the plan had to go through. At any cost.

The formation slowly broke apart. Some riders remounted, and the royal guards stood ready to depart. Jenge said his goodbyes to the unit. He embraced one of them, then all mounted up and began the ride back toward Vigazu.

Another group was preparing to leave as well. Jenge pulled their leader aside—Livar could see the two speaking at length.

Part of the royal guard began raising a yellow-and-black striped tent, while others led the horses away to tie them up in the shade. The captain of the guard remained beside Prince Livar.

“You should persuade Gunadi to build an inn out here, my lord,” he grumbled. “After all this riding, the men are too tired to work.”

“All right. Maybe,” the prince growled impatiently.

There’s still time.

After Jenge had sent off the second group of riders, he motioned to the captain and they headed to the next tent.

Livar stood for a moment, fists clenched, staring at the city gate that had just swallowed the iron carriage, then finally joined his men.

An hour later, the smell of food simmering over a fire shaded from the sun filled the air. They were cooking a thick, noodle-heavy soup with dried meat, mushrooms, and fresh vegetables. At a hastily set-up table, one guard was slicing yellow rukva bread, while another handed out wooden bowls and spoons.

Livar Gerradna watched the road leading toward Gunadi with growing concern. Somewhere behind the high city walls, the iron carriage was still rattling along.

Had it happened already?

The crowd waiting out in the fields was growing restless; the city guards struggled to hold back the stronger men.

Even Jenge was starting to fidget.

“Where is that carriage? They should’ve made it back by now—twice. ”

“They’re probably taking their time saying goodbye, ” the guard captain chimed in. “Binira and Gonabre.”

Livar shook his head sharply.

“Gonabre wouldn’t dare keep two lords waiting. Something’s not right. ”

Jenge dismissed the worry with a wave.

“Oh come on. What could possibly happen in an empty city? Every road is sealed, the place has been swept clean. There’s no one in there but them. ”

“And the forest? ”

Jenge squinted at him. The captain shrugged.

“What about the forest? You think the enemy could sneak through that? There’s nothing in that carriage worth attacking two women and a child over. ”

“There’s the carriage. Or the princess. ”

The captain paused, mulling over Jenge’s words.

“That does make a certain kind of sense. But who would dare question the will of the gods? Lisara must cross that gate. It's not just tradition or duty. It's a sacred writ, unbreakable. And once she’s on the other side, no one can touch her. ”

Jenge scoffed.

“You’re a fool, Nannels. No one’s seen the gods in centuries. Anyone hungry for power only has to take the child. Raise her far from Deara, teach her whatever suits them. Or—hell—they wouldn’t even have to leave the country. Just keep her hidden somewhere, mold her character to their liking. Twenty-four years from now they bring her back to Gunadi, and she’ll say exactly what they want to hear—while serving her captor's will. ”

The man tending the cauldron knocked on the bottom of a wooden bowl.

“Food’s ready! ” he shouted.

The guards swarmed in at once.

“After we eat, we ride into the city, ” Livar Gerradna said firmly, striding toward the food.

He would’ve gone hungry, but the men would’ve frowned on skipping the ceremonial meal. So he scarfed down the soup as fast as he could and mounted up.

For a moment, the image of the captain from earlier flashed before him—his longing stare at the iron carriage. Livar pushed the thought away. Lessa was waiting for the carriage in the city. Not the other one.

What’s taking so long? Has Lessa already restrained Binira, so Gonabre could cross with the child into the Other Place? His thoughts churned like wildfire.

Once past the city walls, he slowed his horse. On one side of the broad stone road, decorated houses gleamed in the sunlight; on the other, the forest loomed in shadow. Inside the walls, silence reigned—save for the clopping of his horse’s hooves and the faint rustling from the woods.

The iron carriage stood just past the city border, where the forest touched the edge of the buildings, abandoned. From a distance, it looked like someone had tossed rags all around it.

A metallic scent hit Livar’s nose—blood. His throat tightened.

He dismounted and approached on foot, a stone settling in his gut, his heart pounding so hard he thought it might burst from his chest.

One of the drivers hung half out of the carriage rail, his arm reaching the cobblestones, blue-and-yellow coat draped over his head like a shroud. The other lay beside the carriage, flat on his back, a large rock embedded in his chest. His lifeless eyes stared blankly at the road.

Both were dead.

The prince looked into the empty cabin, then circled around the carriage. The lead driver was slumped at the edge of the road, his head crushed under a wheel, two arrows jutting from his back. Dead, too. Livar recoiled in horror.

“What have you done, brother? ” he whispered.

His hands trembled. This wasn’t what he wanted. Not like this. The little princess’s clothes were scattered around the area. He grabbed them up one by one, tossing them aside.

Only cold stone underneath.

“Princess! ” he croaked. No answer. “Princess! Lisara, Princess Lisara! Come to me! ”

The area remained still as death.

Livar Gerradna paced restlessly, kicking at the rags on the ground to no avail. The little girl and the twins were nowhere to be found. Long minutes passed, and still, Livar Gerradna was shouting Lisara’s name. That was when the guards finally caught up with him.

Nannels jumped off his horse, cursing loudly.

“For the gods’ sake! What happened here?”

“They attacked the carriage,” came the obvious answer from several mouths.

Livar, beside himself with guilt, kept kicking at the rags, screaming Lisara’s name. When Joras Jenge placed a hand on his shoulder, Livar whipped out his dagger and pressed it to the man’s throat.

“I killed them!” he shouted, wild-eyed, into the brown face.

Jenge gripped Livar Gerradna’s wrist and slowly pushed the blade away from his neck.

“We let them go together, not just you. And they might not even be dead,” he said, forcing a calm tone. “As long as we haven’t found any bodies, there’s still hope. Put the knife down.”

Livar’s gaze cleared. He looked at the dagger and then at Jenge, confused, and slid the weapon back into its sheath.

“Yes...” he murmured hopefully. “Yes... They could still be alive...”

“Then let’s find them.”

“Yes...”

Livar Gerradna couldn’t bring himself to issue commands. Joras Jenge stood tall, as a prince should, and pointed at the first three of Livar’s men.

“You, you, and you—check the courtyards. The rest of you, form a search line and sweep the forest all the way to the ravine. Look for footprints, scraps of familiar clothing. Livar, you’re with me.”

The two princes headed toward the city center.

“There’s only one direction they could’ve gone,” said the dark-skinned man.

Livar’s tension seemed to ease a bit.

“Why do you think that?”

“The Darras gate was shut and guarded. The townspeople are all waiting outside the walls. They couldn’t have gone into the houses either; every lock was sealed and checked thoroughly. If they’d come this way, we would’ve seen them—two women and a little girl are hard to miss, especially by us or the locals. But in the middle of the city, there are plenty of public buildings where they could’ve hidden from their attackers. Let’s check them.”

At the first intersection, they found one of the twins—dead.

Livar’s heart went into a frenzy. This wasn’t what I wanted! he screamed inside.

The woman was wearing the golden-yellow dress last seen on Queen Binira. Her body lay face down in a large pool of blood. Not far from her, Livar spotted a large stone smeared with blood.

Jenge crouched beside the body and gently rolled it over. One glance was enough to tell—Binira was dead. Her face had been beaten beyond recognition. Part of her brain bulged through the shattered skull, one eye was stuck in the blood, the other missing altogether.

The princes recoiled in horror and disgust.

“Beasts...” Jenge choked out, gagging.

Livar suddenly remembered Gonabre’s little chest. It was a plain box made of plumwood, yet the woman had clung to it like her life depended on it. She never took a step without it, always tucked tightly under her arm. The prince checked the carriage, then scanned the street with his eyes. No sign of it. If the box isn’t here, maybe Gonabre and the little princess made it out, he thought. But after what he’d just seen, nothing felt certain.

Under the command of Captain Nannels and the two princes, the royal guard, city watch, and even the townsfolk searched through the night and into the morning for the four-year-old princess and her nursemaid. 

But Gonabre and Lisara Almein had vanished into the city.
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Part I

1. Province of Darras, 22 Years Later
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Two opened letters lay before Elindas Gerradna—and he couldn’t make sense of either.

The first had come from Odelia Istvara. It wasn’t addressed to him, but to his father, who had died a month ago from wounds sustained during a bandit attack. According to the doctor, the wounds were cursed. He had told only Elindas, in private and in a whisper, as if speaking louder might give wings to rumor.

Odelia hadn’t wasted ink on greetings. The letter simply read, in barely legible handwriting: How is our business progressing in Darras?

Elindas nearly slammed his hand on the table. What business was she referring to? What could possibly have tied his father, the lord of the province, to a merchant’s daughter who, although named as a claimant to the throne, had little chance beside Lisara?

Of course, he immediately understood her meaning: she was trying to gather as much support as possible before the coronation.

My father was part of this disgrace?

He’d known that Livar Gerradna had spent a lot of time in the manors of Darras’ nobility, and now the reason was clear.

If I’d known why he visited the neighbors, I would have stopped him—he raged silently. But deep down, he knew he wouldn’t have done anything. He hadn’t cared about his father’s affairs or the country’s. He only began paying attention now because it was expected of a provincial lord—and the title had passed to him upon Livar’s death.

In a way, he understood the logic: Odelia Istvara seemed a convenient choice to both the local and more distant provinces. Thanks to her wealthy father, she enjoyed the trust of most nobles, and rumors of her charitable giving had made her popular among the lower classes as well.

Though he hadn’t seen her in years—and thus barely knew her—Elindas had only one objection: she was not Lisara Almein.

Since he hadn’t been at the Gunadi massacre—his father had sent him home the night before via the back road with Prince Jenge’s son—he held on, unwaveringly, to the belief that the crown princess would return.

He set down the letter, shook himself, and instantly forgot about Odelia Istvara, because the second letter was even more bizarre.

An anonymous “well-wisher” informed him that Polla Gerradna—who now lived under his roof—was a fraud, a spy for the Red Priests, a Red Priestess herself.

He considered whether the message even mattered anymore, true or not, now that his father was dead.

Livar Gerradna had left the estate and both the princely and provincial titles to him, his son. Polla, the wife, had only regained the freedom she had renounced with her vows fifteen years ago. Until a month ago, she was the lady of the castle. Today, she was merely a tolerated presence. She was free to leave at any time—even to return to her fellow priesthood.

This letter, then, was clearly an attempt to slander his stepmother. But Elindas knew his father had never trusted her, and so had entrusted her with no secrets. Besides, to his knowledge, the Gerradna family had nothing to hide. Anything Polla knew, anyone could have known.

As if sensing what kind of letter had arrived, the woman appeared in the doorway of the study.

“Come in,” Elindas said when he saw her.

Polla’s hair was gray, and despite her admitted sixty years, she looked like an old woman. Her weekday clothes hung loosely on her withered frame.

“Father received a letter from Odelia Istvara,” he said, holding out the paper.

Polla nodded, as if she’d expected this.

“Livar intended her for Deara’s throne,” she said thoughtfully, “as did a few other lords. As you know, that’s not enough—she must gain the support of the majority of the nobility. And then there’s Korean. If she can’t win over the city’s population, it’s all for nothing. They’ll never let her near the palace.”

“That only matters if the First Heir doesn’t appear at the coronation,” Elindas cut in. “Because if she does, the claimant’s best outcome is to immediately submit her abdication.”

Polla smiled maternally.

“You’ve always believed in Lisara—even though we haven’t heard from her in a generation.”

He interrupted again.

“Which, considering she lives in the Other Place, is not surprising. And if everything goes as planned, we won’t hear from her for another two years. Odelia Istvara might rally all of Deara behind her...”

“Don’t forget the other two,” Polla interjected.

Elindas snapped back angrily.

“You mean Rigant Hursa? He’s the one we truly know nothing about. Where does he live? Is he even alive? What are his plans for the throne? What kind of ruler hides like this? And the little Almein girl—we’ve heard nothing of her either. She’s two years old. She’ll be six at the coronation. You want to place a child on the throne so she can be everyone’s puppet?”

Polla bowed apologetically.

“You’re right, my lord. Hursa and the girl do indeed seem unfit. Odelia, on the other hand, has strong support. Livar had hoped she would choose a husband from Darras...”

Elindas stared at her blankly for a long moment. Polla, however, held his gaze with pointed meaning. The man raked a hand through his hair, tense.

“You mean... what? You were planning to marry me to her? But she’s...”

“...the heir to the throne,” Polla replied calmly. “You’re right—there are some valid concerns about her. She’s not very clever and easily influenced. But that works in Darras’s favor—if her husband is wise enough.”

Elindas shook his head.

“Madness. I saw that woman once, and that was more than enough. How could you ever think I’d marry someone I don’t even know? To take her as my wife... I’d really like to know whose brilliant idea that was! I’m guessing it was yours.”

“Just think it through!" the woman said, sidling closer. “Have you seen the financial reports? Crop yield’s down, because there’s less cultivated land.”

“I’ve seen them. What are you getting at?”

“What do you think caused both to drop?”

He flinched.

Who does she think she is, talking down to me like I’m a child? he grumbled to himself.

“Because we don’t have the tools to work the fields anymore. We’re running out of equipment,” he snapped.

Polla nodded.

“And who controls the iron shipments into the duchy? The Queen.”

Elindas let out a sharp breath. Now he saw where this was going. Maybe Polla was a spy—but so far, she hadn’t said anything that could harm his family. On the contrary. Still, best to stay cautious.

“So you’re telling me I should marry this woman just so my lands don’t collapse? Sell myself for a couple of tools?” he thundered at her, then continued in a lower voice, “Fine. Let’s play this out. I marry her, she becomes queen. Do you really think once she gets into the palace, she’ll even remember me or Darras? And more importantly, will she have any influence at all? I’m telling you, the moment she’s crowned, her father will take over everything. Have you heard the rumors about him? They’re far from flattering. I wouldn’t put it past him to swallow up all of Deára in a single day—and men like me wouldn’t stand a chance. You know what? I don’t want a ruler like that for my country. I’d rather go work in Hirub for two rods of iron.”

Polla shrugged.

“That’s one option. Of course, your province would go without a leader for half a year.”

Elindas waved a hand.

“They wouldn’t even notice I was gone.”

Was this my father’s idea? Or did Polla bring this madness straight from the red priests? Whoever it was, I’d gladly drive a knife through their chest right now.

“With good planning, you could stretch it to a full year,” the woman said acidly. “Prewritten letters, canceled invitations, claims of illness—everything you’d need to prove you’re unfit to rule. People are already whispering.”

Elindas stood and looked out the window. The orange light of dusk streaked through the trees.

“Let them whisper,” he muttered bitterly.

Polla was fiddling with a carved figurine on the table.

“That’s not going to help Darras. Livar was going to introduce you to Odelia next year, give you time to get to know her, maybe even grow to care for her. Not all marriages are made for gain. With a few years, you might’ve understood your father’s intentions.”

“Money and power. I understand them well enough already,” Elindas grumbled.

Polla sighed and shook her head.

“Life and peace. That’s what he valued above all else.”

Elindas thought back to Lisara Almein’s farewell twenty-two years ago. The dinner table was surrounded by tense faces, their eyes darting nervously across the room. Anyone could see something was brewing. The next day, he and Teel Jenge rode toward Darras under Livar Gerradna’s orders. They spent hours wondering why they weren’t allowed to continue escorting the princess.

He couldn’t remember exactly when it had dawned on him that his father had played a part in Queen Binira’s murder. Maybe it was that very night, when his father returned with the awful news. Or maybe it was the next morning.

Lessa, his father’s younger brother, never returned to the castle. Rumor had it he’d become a bandit in the forests along the Toár River. The two events were clearly connected.

There wasn’t much mystery in it: Livar had tasked Lessa with something. Things had gotten out of hand—too much for a young, inexperienced man. One woman died, two others vanished. After the investigation, many of the young heir’s guards were exiled for treason. But the real culprit walked free.

Was this the "life and peace" Polla spoke of?

“My father made his share of mistakes,” he said with a dismissive wave.

He recalled a case from the past, when his father had unjustly imprisoned a nobleman—but even now, he couldn’t bring himself to accuse his dead father of murder. In the end, Polla just shrugged.

“You say one thing and think another. But fine, have it your way. I won’t bring it up again.”

His conversation with Polla had left a mark on him. A vague, inexplicable unease settled over him, as if the woman knew more than she’d said. He still had no intention of marrying Odelia Istvara, whom he’d always considered a usurper. To him, only Princess Lisara could be the rightful heir to the throne—no one else. And yet, he had to admit, the idea wasn’t entirely without merit. Especially after he reviewed the estate’s financial reports beneath his favorite old oak tree.

Sitting on a low-hanging branch, he would glance up from the papers now and then, thinking how much nicer it would be to read a novel instead of stewards’ reports. But what did these reports contain in place of grand stories? More iron plows were needed, more iron rakes, more pruning shears, more axes, more saws, more scythes—more of everything. He didn’t need anyone to tell him that.

One day, the workers’ spokesman came to him with a message: the laborers refused to keep working with their own tools. He couldn’t pay them enough to cover that cost.

Without workers, everything grinds to a halt. No harvest means the manufactories go under in no time. Simply put, if no one’s working the land, the estate—perhaps even the entire province—could fall apart.

Except for a few iron rods brought back from Hir, they hadn’t had access to a steady supply of iron in decades—only through the queen herself. His father had once handed over his ceremonial sword to the toolsmith. Elindas had nothing left to offer.

He pitied the people, and the estate they had built together over generations—so well regarded far and wide—yet he couldn’t bring himself to surrender to the whims of a throne usurper. He suspected Odelia only wanted the title he could give her. A provincial lord for a husband would boost her popularity, while Darras and its people would remain no more than subjects of a lesser prince.

One day, he finally made a decision. If he wasn’t going to marry her, he would at least go see Odelia Istvara for himself. Not because he believed for a moment that this woman could take Lisara’s place—but it was better to be prepared for every possibility.

That evening, he summoned Ongar, his father’s old servant, and they discussed how the trip should be arranged.

“I’ll show up in full noble splendor,” he fretted, “and everyone thinks I’m dirt poor—you know what the rumors are. My appearance and reputation won’t match at all.”

The old man stroked his beard and gave him a cunning look.

“Trying to blend in, are you? Then travel in disguise, my boy.”

Elindas was genuinely pleased by the way Ongar addressed him. It reminded him of the old, happy days—when he was just one of the boys, not the responsible provincial lord he’d had to become after his father died.

“Should I wear rags?”

“No need. Just dress like a commoner.”

“Or a craftsman.”

Ongar nodded.

“Even better. A common man knows the world, my lord. But a craftsman—people always listen to a craftsman.”

“And what do I tell the other lords when they ask why I’m traveling in disguise? I doubt they’d accept it as mere eccentricity.”

“We’ll give them a reason. First, you depart in full noble fashion. I’ll take care of the rest.”

He briefly outlined his plan.

“It’s only the beginning that’ll be hard,” the old man reassured him. “But you need to do this if you want to move among the people without drawing the other lords’ disapproval.”

Elindas nodded in agreement.

“Yes... it’s only the beginning that’ll be hard,” he sighed.
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2. On the Road
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On the day arranged with Ongar, he had a four-wheeled cart harnessed, loaded it with gifts that looked expensive, seated three servants in the back, a driver up front, and, dressed in his finest travel attire, climbed up among the packages himself.

After leaving Gunadi, the sky turned overcast and a light drizzle began. Duke Elindas stretched out beneath the canopy like a man of his rank. At first, he was wary of the planned ambush, but as the journey continued without incident, he began to forget it. Even the knot in his stomach started to ease.

Out of boredom, he began wondering how to start his introduction to Odelia.

Suddenly, a thunder-like noise boomed behind them. Unlike thunder, however, this rumble grew louder instead of fading.

Elindas sat up and listened. From the roar, the sound of hooves emerged, accompanied by wild whooping and the crack of whips. He had no doubt now—a mounted group was approaching along the dirt track that ran beside the stone road. He couldn’t tell how many there were, but he was sure it was too many.

The rear of the cart was covered by a fixed tarp, so he couldn’t see out. He crawled forward to the driver’s seat and peeked past his men. By then, the riders had completely surrounded them.

Three fearsome figures wrapped in furs faced the cart, and the driver halted just short of them.

“Let’s see who you are,” a voice thundered from one of the horses. “Ise, Borr, get them down from there!”

Two of the fur-clad figures jumped to the road and yanked the terrified servants down into the mud.

Elindas recoiled at the sudden violence. This wasn’t part of the deal! He tried to retreat deeper into the cart, but a shovel-sized hand grabbed him by the collar and flung him into the ditch like a ragdoll. The tall grass softened his fall, but his nose throbbed as he spun over a molehill and landed face-first in the dirt, beneath the shadow of a sharp-smelling weed.

He waited a moment, then raised his head, spat out a clump of dry grass, and sat up, gently probing his side.

He had almost dared to hope he’d avoid this—but the brigands had shown up after all. Ongar’s men, or rather, his cousin Lessa’s uncle’s. Best to be careful with them, he reminded himself. It was supposed to be a staged robbery, nothing more, but these men clearly weren’t playing. The ache in his nose told him that much.

When he looked up, he found himself face-to-face with a tall, broad woman with wild hair and the scent of smoke clinging to her, as if she’d just leapt from a meat-smoking hut to chase down rich prey.

“Just peasants from the estate,” someone shouted nearby.

“But this one’s some kind of noble,” the woman beside Elindas grinned. Her upper right canine was missing. “He’s got ram’s horn and tulips embroidered on his shirt.”

One of the fur-cloaked riders pushed back his hood. His head was wild-haired too, beard and mustache unkempt, dark eyes sharp and alert. Elindas tried to recognize his uncle in him, but the man didn’t match the hidden portrait in the family gallery, nor the figure he’d glimpsed five years ago, slipping out of his father’s room on a dark night.

This one was likely a captain, not the man himself.

The brigand’s lips curled into a mocking smile.

“Well, well, Duke Gerradna himself! Boys, what a catch! Pity he’s as poor as a church mouse.”

The brigands’ laughter rang out across the road.

“Let’s see just how poor you are,” the wild-haired woman cried, rifling through Elindas’s coat pockets.

The prince endured it in silence.

Meanwhile, the others searched the driver and the servants, tossing the loot at the feet of the fur-clad leader. Among the items were two combs—one missing most of its teeth—four dirty and one embroidered clean handkerchief, an opened letter, and a small brown paper parcel. The leader reached for the last item.

“Please don’t take that, good sir,” one of the servants begged. “It’s a gift for my daughter.”

The leader carefully unfolded the paper and lifted out a shiny necklace by its clasp. He held it up, studied the closed locket, then flipped it open.

“Your wife? She’s far too lovely for a man like you.”

He passed the picture around.

“Look at this gem.”

One of the brigands rode up beside him.

“Ahh! What a face!” he exclaimed.

The fur-clad men snatched the locket from each other’s hands.

“Gimme that!”

“She’d sure sweeten my nights.”

“Mine even more!”

“Or all three of ours,” the third one laughed.

The servant stood with his head bowed, waiting for the men to tire of their gawking.

“Please,” he said softly. “Give the picture back.”

He thought no one could hear him.

The leader raised his hand, and his companions fell silent.

“Give it back?" he asked, glancing down at the servant. “You begrudge even this little pleasure for your countrymen? It’s not every day we see a bride in a place like this! You’ll have the real one for yourself—but our nights are cold.”

The bandits started hooting again. One of them snatched the pendant from his comrade’s hand and stuffed it into his pocket, prompting the other two lackeys to leap on him straight from their saddles. They threw him down into the mud and wrestled with loud thuds to tear it from him.

The servant looked up sadly.

“All that’s left is her burial site, my lord."

The leader let his men scuffle over the pendant, his eyes fixed on the servant. Suddenly, he bellowed.

“Enough! Hand over the chain! Search the cart.”

The fighters clambered to their feet and, covered in mud up to their necks, climbed through the front bench into the back of the wagon. Clumps of grass and muck dropped from their clothes onto the wooden floorboards.

The messy-haired woman climbed up with them. Suddenly, there were so many of them under the canvas that the wagon swayed heavily beneath their weight. She began barking orders:

“Start with that one!" her voice called out from under the canvas.

Elindas flinched at the muffled crack of the pried-up boards. He felt a pang for the carefully chosen items inside—none of them very expensive, but still, he liked them. The only consolation was the thought that they might end up with his uncle, who could use the money they’d fetch.

One of the bandits leaned out at the front and held up a pierced, gold-painted porcelain dish.

“Look at this, girls! Four crates full of it!”

“And silks, ribbons, banners!” another one shouted.

The leader clicked his tongue in approval.

“The wagon and the horses are worth a good sum too. Ise, up on the bench!”

He nodded, and his men surrounded the cart. The one in the fur cloak lashed the horses, and the procession turned back the way it had come. After the tree-lined path, they veered off onto a dirt road and vanished from view.

But the leader stayed behind. The servants dared not move. Only Elindas rose to his knees. He brushed off his clothes, turning his head with mounting fury, shooting a look of pure hatred at the leader, as if ready to take him down with a single punch.

The leader leaned forward in the saddle and laughed at him. Once his men had disappeared into the forest, he raised the necklace again, staring at the pendant. Then he tossed it to the feet of the servant it had been taken from.

„Here. We're not animals,” he said, with the barest hint of regret in his voice. Then, lifting his right hand to his forehead in a mock salute, he called out cheerfully to Elindas,

„Thanks for the donation, Duke Gerradna. We’ll be seeing you.”

He turned his horse and galloped off after his men, using his staff to shove Elindas back into the mud.

The prince sat up, furious.

„By the High One! This is what it’s come to? They took everything—as if—May lightning strike you down, you cursed pack of thieves!”

The servants recoiled, afraid he’d scold them next.

„What were we supposed to do, my lord?” asked the one who had gotten the pendant back. „They outnumbered us. Someone must’ve talked—someone told them you were coming this way. Whatever happened... just remember, the most valuable thing remains. The cart can be replaced.”

Elindas fell silent in shame. The man was right—he was still alive.

He’d expected an attack, but not like this. Ongar had failed to tell him that Lessa—his uncle’s men—were planning to rob him for real, not just stage it.

He pushed himself up from the mud, wincing—he must have hurt his side. His servants rushed to help, but he waved them off. Normally, it would’ve been pride. This time, it was something else.

He had come to understand something: his servants didn’t need instructions. They already knew what was right—to surrender when it was in their best interest, and to fight when injustice demanded it.

That’s what I must do too. But I swear I won’t be Odelia’s pawn.

“Go back to Darras. They need you more at the estate than here,” he said, his voice flat.

The servants exchanged glances.

“It’d be better if we stayed together,” the driver replied cautiously.

It’s time I manage on my own.

“I’ll follow as soon as I can. I have a few things to take care of,” he added, trying to reassure them. But seeing he hadn’t convinced them, he took a deep breath and lied.

“There’s someone I know in Gunadi who can help track the bandits. I can’t let more travelers walk into their trap.”

He tried to appear resolute, but it came off awkward. What he felt wasn’t anger—it was despair. And though he denied it, it showed on his face.

It took a long time to convince his people to leave, but eventually they set off without him, heading down the dirt road toward Darras.

He reached the city just before nightfall.

There was no way he’d spend the night in the open fields—not after the stories. People whispered about prowling shadowcats and bandits. He’d never actually seen a shadowcat, but bandits? They’d tossed him into a ditch not long ago. Surely they wouldn’t try again.

Past the city walls, he stumbled into the first tavern he found. He dropped into the quietest corner of the garden seating, beneath the wild shade of a knotted grapevine, and took a moment to relish how the servers passed by twice without noticing him.

The third time, a man in a white shirt finally stopped and asked what he wanted.

“Glass of wine.”

He was already wondering how he’d pay for it. The bandits had emptied his pockets, and Darras was four villages away.

The wine appeared in a blink.

But instead of leaving, the person who brought it sat down across from him.

Elindas looked up—and recognized Polla.

But this wasn’t the old crone he’d last seen at the castle. This woman’s skin was smooth, her dark blonde hair unbound, her posture straight. She looked his age.

Elindas took in the transformation with detached indifference.

“Who are you really?” he asked.

Polla smiled slyly. Only now did he notice the glass of wine already in front of her.

“Took you long enough to ask.”

“Don’t think this is the first time I’ve wondered. Someone sent me a letter, claimed you’re a red priestess sent to spy on my court. I’d suspected as much before,” he lied—better now than he'd managed in front of his staff. “But I had no proof. And what does it matter anymore?”

Polla clicked her tongue approvingly.

“I spoke with your father often. Even on his deathbed, he feared what power might do to you. Said you were weak.”

“And asked you to strengthen me however you could?”

She shook her head with another crooked smile.

“Your father always demanded things. A sword, influence, a path that was righteous and victorious all at once... When I refused to play along, he kidnapped me. Forced me into marriage under an unbreakable vow. He thought owning me would mean owning my power too. But he never understood—power like that turns against those who try to possess it. He took and took for himself, but never once asked anything for you.”

Elindas fell silent, chewing over her words. What struck him was how unlike a red priestess she sounded. The red clergy always spoke in hushed tones, their words more like pleading than pronouncements. But Polla—Polla spoke like a queen addressing a vassal.

“You killed my father, didn’t you?” he asked, angry now.

Polla shook her head.

“For all his flaws, I had no reason to. You should know—he tried to claim a power he couldn’t control. I warned him. He wouldn’t listen. You can’t force the gods’ favor, not the way he tried.”

Elindas turned his wineglass in his hands. His anger dulled into something colder. Despair, maybe.

He didn’t drink. Instead, he gnawed on her words.

“What power are you talking about?”

“My own, of course,” she said simply. “And it’s best I say no more of it.”

“Who are you really?” he asked again. “Because I’ve figured it out—you’re not one of the red clergy.”

This time her smile was genuine.

“But I am,” she said.

He’d felt like the air around him had gone thick with wool—soft and muffling. Now that wool became impenetrable.

“You don’t deny you’re a red priestess?”

“I don’t deny it. But I don’t confirm it, either.”

He gave a small shake of his head. What was that supposed to mean? He didn’t understand her talk of power earlier, and now this... In his confusion, he started to fumble for some kind of excuse.

“It’s just... red priestesses, technically...”

“You’ve dropped the act of being the lord,” Polla cut in. “You can’t afford to do that. It’s time to grow up. And since we’re being honest, I understand what unsettles you about me.

Red priests and priestesses usually come from orphans, outcasts. It shows in how they carry themselves. Others are the illegitimate offspring of nobles, or the children of priests themselves. Sure, they have privileges—warm beds, free meals, lovers on moonlit nights—but their reputation is still a stain.

“Being a red priest is only a step above having nothing. And I... I’ve lived every inch of that life. I was one of them. Acted like one of them. That’s why you can’t understand why your father chose me as his wife.

“But people don’t always choose their titles. Sometimes, like you, they inherit them. I inherited one too. That’s why I was allowed to belong somewhere. First, to the red clergy. But now? I don’t know anymore. I belong nowhere.”

Her words were both veiled and disarmingly open. And Livar Gerradna, her husband, had died under suspicious circumstances. Some even said magic had killed him.

She hadn’t exactly denied it. She wasn't a red priestess—at least, not anymore. Then what was she? There were only two Gerradnas left now. And one of them was sitting right in front of him. The gods, it seemed, had a grudge against the Gerradna line.

Maybe they wanted it gone for good.

“No one wants to hurt you. In fact, I’ve chosen it as my mission to protect you,” Polla replied, clearly answering his thoughts. “You’re right— I can see into you, young friend. Let me put your mind at ease: my name is Amagei Orho Szha.”

Elindas was so shocked he forgot to breathe.

Amagei Orho Szha was the most famous sorcerer in Deara’s history. Legends about her had circulated for centuries. He’d read those stories as a child, but in none of them was she drinking wine with mortals.

“Amagei Orho Szha has been dead for five hundred years,” he finally croaked out.

Polla took a sip of her wine with an unreadable expression before replying.

“Thanks for the heads-up. I thought I was still alive.”

Elindas stared. If she had snapped at him for his stupid remark, he would’ve accepted it. But the way she simply acknowledged his words—that threw him off even more.

“I just meant... I read about her as a kid. Her adventures, how she was the High Mage. She gave people all sorts of magical objects...”

“Oh, that,” the woman interrupted with a distracted air. “Yes, I did hand out a few useless trinkets now and then. Who remembers all that?”

“People do. They wove those stories into legend. You... you can’t be Amagei Orho Szha.”

Polla shrugged.

“You already said that. What you haven’t told me is why I couldn’t be who I say I am. Because the stories are too old? I mean, for someone who’s eight hundred and fifty, I think I look pretty decent.”

But Elindas wasn’t done.

“What do you want from me? From my family?”

Polla sipped the pink wine again, then licked her upper lip with a slight grimace.

“A bit harsh,” she muttered thoughtfully. “It’s too strong without water. In Kara Rapurta, they drink it straight. Did you know Rigant Hursa is the wife of a merchant there?”

Elindas blinked. The cotton between them had dissolved without him noticing.

“What does Hursa or Kara Rapurta customs have to do with anything?”

“Your father often mentioned how little he knew about Hursa. He had many plans, one of them being to marry you off to someone with a claim to the throne. The strongest claim, ideally. At first, he considered Hursa, because Istvara’s father was just a merchant—a nobody. Hursa’s father, though, was a noble. Poor, sure, but still noble. Your father figured that gave her a better shot at the throne. Until he found out Hursa was already married. And not even in Deara—she was living in Kara Rapurta, wife to a local tradesman. Isn’t it strange how merchants are always the ones trying to rule the land?”

Elindas stared into the woman’s eyes.

“That’s coincidence. What does any of this have to do with me?”

“Your father wanted power—if not for himself, then through you. What he didn’t count on was that the gods had other plans. I’m here to serve that plan.”

“What plan? What are you trying to get me to do?”

“Nothing,” she said calmly. “I’m just watching. So that if the time comes, I can step in. That’s all I’m meant to do right now.”

Elindas felt a chill crawl up his spine.

“And what slaughterhouse are you herding me toward? The islands? The mountains? Where are the knives sharper?”

Polla shook her head, annoyed.

“Don’t be cynical. It wasn’t me who wanted to marry you off. That was your father’s idea.”

“Just a moment ago you were talking about divine plans. When exactly did we switch to yours?”

“They’re one and the same—preserving peace in Deara. The gods keep me updated on their intentions. And as it happens, those intentions match my own.”

“Oh, really? Then just say it—what fate are you planning for my family?”

“That’ll stay a secret for now. If you’re that curious, just recall the Prophecy. I hear you’re required to memorize it, word for word.”

As Polla drained her glass and left the garden terrace, Elindas recited the Prophecy silently to himself:

The two thousand five hundredth
walks the path of doubt in the underworld.
They will find their way back to their people,
who suffer and await a savior.
Years of sorrow and bitterness are the price,
but the people will prosper.
Radiant troubles arise.
The queen herself will polish
man, sword, prayer, and earth.
The wicked fall to dust,
the tulip rises,
and life becomes better for all.

What does any of that have to do with my family's fate? – he brooded bitterly.

After Polla had left, he noticed the pocket watch left behind beside the now-empty glass. He snatched it up and ran after the woman. The street, save for a few returning farmers, was empty. Polla had vanished.

She’d left the tavern without paying, yet no one chased after her.

Despite his exhaustion, he rushed out of the city. Beyond the walls, when he could no longer breathe properly, he stopped, pulled out the watch, and inspected it.

In the dusky twilight, it looked like any ordinary pocket watch. The chain was worn from use, and the scratched cover bore an engraving of two dogs and a hunter. When he flipped it open, two tiny pointers leapt from inside. By the time they landed, they had grown to the size of normal hounds—standing firm, facing Elindas, watching him intently.

He raised an eyebrow. What was he supposed to do now? What should he say? He didn’t even dare move, half-convinced they would pounce and tear him apart.

But the dogs just stood there, waiting.

“Go on—get out of here,” Elindas hissed. “Shoo!”

The pointers snorted but didn’t budge.

“What is it now? Why won’t you leave?”

They stood their ground. The prince picked up a stick and flung it.

“Go fetch! And while you're at it, bring me a couple of sickles too,” he grumbled sourly.

He had barely taken a few steps when he heard panting behind him. One dog carried the stick in its mouth. The other? Two brand-new sickles.
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3. Tathlun
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Her heart pounded in her throat as Odelia sprinted down the marble corridor, its white floor flanked with yellow-green velvet drapes.

Bodun!

She couldn’t think of anything else. She had to see him before lunch.

Clutching her green silk cloak to her chest, she tore open door after door. In the servants’ wing, she hiked up her skirt and hurried down a narrow, circular staircase that wound open to the air. Out in the service yard, light rain began to fall, so she threw her cloak over her shoulders and darted across the muddy cobblestones toward the stables.

She flung open the side door and shouted at the top of her lungs:

“Bodun Odgar!”

The horses reared at the sudden noise, hooves clanging against the stalls. The stablehands dropped their pitchforks and rakes and rushed to calm them.

“In the back,” grunted the nearest man as he wrestled with a panicked bay. “Quietly, my lady—your shouting’s spooking the animals.”

“Sorry!” she whispered, flustered, and ducked into the first stall, where her favorite horse gazed at her with wide, trusting eyes.

She stroked its head and scratched behind its ears before moving on in search of Odgar.

The stable smelled of warm, pungent manure and hay.

Slowing her steps, she once again whipped off her cloak with an overly grand gesture. The sudden sweep of green silk startled a pale horse, which reared up and shoved the stablehand who was just dropping fresh hay into its stall. The man barely avoided being trampled.

Odelia didn’t even notice. Her eyes were locked on Bodun Odgar.

He emerged, grumbling, from behind a chestnut with a white blaze. No matter how annoyed he looked, to Odelia, he was perfect.

Odgar shut the stall door behind him, the star-marked forehead of the horse inside bobbing nervously. Then he finally turned to face her.

“What do you need, my lady?” he asked with forced calm.

The girl leaned close, pushing her ample chest toward his face and flashing her brightest smile.

“I was just curious what you were up to.”

Still breathless from her run, she tried to mimic the dance step she’d learned yesterday—step right, turn, slight bow...

Ugh, still not right. Dad’s going to scold me again. Why does he always scold me when I’m trying so hard?

Odgar frowned and looked away. Of all days—why today? And did she have to stand so close? He was still a man, after all.

“Shoveling shit,” he muttered. “Step back, my lady, I don’t want to dirty you.”

He turned, grabbed a pitchfork, and tried to go back to work.

She touched his elbow, her eyes pleading. He froze, his jaw tight, and glanced at her with an exasperated sigh.

By now, the others were all watching them.

I can’t screw this up. Not with him.

“What I need to say is more important than mucking stalls,” she whined. Her eyes sparkled with longing—but then she caught herself and covered her mouth. “Oh no, did I say something stupid again?”

Odgar pretended not to hear the apology.

“The stablemaster’s watching,” he said, jerking his chin toward a corner and gripping the fork tighter to stop himself from grabbing her. “I’m working, my lady. I don’t have time to chat. If it’s really that urgent, let’s talk later.”

Odelia glanced toward the man Bodun had indicated. The stablemaster, who’d been inspecting the hoof of a dapple-gray, raised a disapproving eyebrow for her to see.

If it weren’t for the fact that he was her father’s favored servant, she would’ve argued without hesitation. But the man’s stern eyes made her hesitate. If she pushed too hard, he might tattle to her father—and then she’d never be allowed down here again. No Odgar. No horses.

Odelia shot a resentful look at the stablemaster, then turned back to the groom.

“Fine,” she pouted. “Come up to my room tonight.”

Odgar shook his head, expression unreadable.

“Your father needs me tonight for the shipment. Maybe tomorrow. Or the day after. Depends on when the caravan moves on.”

Her mouth twisted into a sulk.

“That long? I have to wait a whole day?” She shrugged, dejected. “All right, fine. Tomorrow, then.”

“Better make it the day after, my lady.”

Odelia stomped a foot in frustration—but then smiled again. Bodun looked good even when he was angry. And “the day after” was just as promising as tonight or tomorrow. She’d be back before then anyway.

She turned on her heel like a gust of wind and dashed off.

“Bye-bye, horsies!” she called out. She didn’t spare the stablehands a glance.

The heavy door boomed shut behind her, leaving a hush in its wake.

“That girl’s never going to let you go,” the stablemaster muttered bitterly, more to the horse than to the groom. “At least tell me you’re in love with her.”

Bodun Odgar scowled and stabbed his fork into a haypile.

“Odelia? My lady?” he asked hoarsely.

Everyone in the stable knew how suffocating he found her attention.

“Oh, come off it—we see how crazy she is about you,” laughed a big bald man nearby. “You’re the apple of her eye. She barges in here or storms the dining hall at least twice a day, always looking for you. That’s love if I’ve ever seen it.”

Bodun heaved a forkful of hay into the next stall, then set the tool down and ran a hand through his long black hair.

“Only on her side,” he muttered. “I love Emila—the barmaid’s servant girl. Two more years here, and I’ll have enough saved to buy her a house. Far from here.”

“Leaving our dear Odelia behind, are you?” the lads teased, laughing.

Odelia ran into her father halfway back to the palace. He was busy attending to a customer.

“Wait for me,” he called to her.

He passed the buyer off to an assistant and joined his daughter.

“I received a letter from Duke Elindas Gerradna. The rumor is true—his father has died.”

In response, Odelia twirled in a sassy sidestep. The news slid off her like rain on oiled skin. Spin, then another turn to the right... How did it go again? I barely remember.

“Yes?”

Tegan Istvara’s hands clenched into fists. The usually faint lines on his brow deepened into sharp creases. He had to get through to her—this wasn’t a game. Her future was riding on that letter.

Every attempt has failed so far, but I won’t let this chance slip away. Not a chance.

“Take this seriously!” Tegan Istvara forced the words out between gritted teeth. He could feel his patience wearing thin. Years of work down the drain if she keeps this up! “The Gerradna alliance is worth its weight in gold, Odelia! A prince at your side... that’s the throne itself! He’s more valuable than anyone—especially that pathetic stable boy you’re so taken with. Use your... your charms! The prince will eat out of your hand if you play it right!”

Above them, a flag snapped in the stormy wind. Odelia tilted her head to look at the family’s newly unveiled coat of arms: a sack of rukva seed, torn open at the side, spilling grain in a steady stream; beside it, coins falling from above, as if from the pocket of a careless god.

We should’ve painted the background gold too—it would suit a queen better, she thought, then glanced sideways at her father.

“So it’s my gifts again, is it? Honestly—can someone please tell me what those actually are? Because the only thing I see is two decent legs.”

Istvara gave an exasperated shake of his head.

“I spent a fortune on tutors, and they couldn’t drill even the simplest feminine tricks into you?” he grumbled. “Look. The point is, stand tall in front of the prince—like you do for that stable boy. Be sweet, smile a lot, talk about nothing. The rest is my job. Understood?”

“I do,” she nodded.

Her father was sure she hadn’t the faintest idea what she was agreeing to. But then her next question made him hesitate.

“When’s he coming?”

Odelia danced up a small set of stairs beside her father.

“Two, maybe three months,” the man sighed. “We’ll write and ask him to move up the date. But no talk of marriage yet. We need him to want you. I’ll make it seem like it’s not that important to us—like he stands to gain by marrying into a powerful merchant family that just so happens to be on its way to royalty.”

“Great idea,” the girl chirped. “I’ll be queen, and he’ll be my king!”

Istvara’s face turned beet red. That’s the last thing we need!

“Stop with the dancing already!” he snapped. “This is serious. Not an evening performance. At least pretend to have some dignity until the coronation. Elindas Gerradna is a lord of his province—his support is what makes you queen.”

“And gets me all the new dresses. Can I bring my favorite stable boy to the royal castle?”

Istvara’s jaw clenched so tightly it looked painful. When he finally spoke, it came out in a growl:

“We’ll see,” he muttered, barely containing his fury, and started walking again. “For now, go do something useful. Like... make lunch. A good start for the next queen.”

After lunch, Tegan Istvara skimmed through his letters. The last one, which had arrived from Rastor with the southern courier, he tucked into his pocket. He threw on a worn coat and strolled into the city. Exiting the Marblekeep’s gates, he pulled his hat low over his eyes. Head down, steps brisk, he blended in with the throngs of rushing merchants. He avoided the elegant salons and offices, taking side streets where the city's poor lived. After a long walk, in a narrow alley beside the cemetery, he knocked four times on a door, and when it opened, he slipped inside like a thief.

He moved silently through dark corridors until he reached a dimly lit room, glowing faintly from above. The silence hovered there like in a crypt.

“The leader has arrived. Let the meeting begin,” came a voice—deep, distorted, as if from the grave.

Tegan Istvara remained in the shadows. He sat at the head seat and laid down a sack filled with coins, which seemed to melt into the darkness on its own. Then he pulled the letter from his coat and read aloud:

“Brothers! Our alliance has scored another victory. In Rastor Province, the city of Gerdamkant has joined us. In return, however, we have lost two villages in Lobad, where the winemakers have sided with the enemy. Odelia Istvara needs every barrel of wine and every last supporter!”

A murmur of discontent rippled through the room, but it was soon drowned out by the clinking of coins slipping into pockets.

“For Lobad’s protection, I pledge fifty barrels to Gerdamkant’s treasury!” shouted a hoarse voice from the gallery.

“And I’ll give a hundred—if Tathlun becomes the capital!” another voice interrupted.

Istvara raised a hand for silence.

“Don’t promise empty barrels—fill them! Deara needs a strong queen, and Odelia is our candidate. The throne isn’t hers yet. It needs your barrels—and your words. Do you want to be richer than the people of Rastor?”

“We do!”

“Do you want to pay taxes like the people of Gerdamkant?”

“We do!„

“Do you want a capital where wine flows from the taps?”

“We want Tathlun!”

“Then get Odelia as many votes as barrels of wine you can drink in a week! Go now! For Queen Odelia!”

“For Queen Odelia!” the voices echoed through the darkness.

A beam of light brightened at a single point in the ceiling, casting a narrow column that reached the floor—directly in front of Tegan Istvara.

“Good meeting,” said a woman’s voice from beyond the light. “Short, but good.”

The man froze, unmoving, as a figure stepped into the glow—dressed in brilliant white, hooded, the light seemingly designed only for her. Yet her face remained hidden in deep shadow.

“Who are you?” the man whispered, frightened.

“No one,” whispered the woman. On the front hem of her robe, a glowing pattern appeared—dots forming a constellation. Istvara would have sworn it was the very one on the cover of the First Chronicle, the constellation of the Gods.

He lifted his hand to grab her arm, but she slipped through his fingers as if she were made of liquid.

“Who are you?” he asked again, his voice even more fearful.

Her robe shone brighter, and from the stars came a light like a powerful lantern. Yet her face remained cloaked in shadow.

“Your worst nightmare. Someone who sees everything and is everywhere,” echoed a young woman’s powerful voice throughout the chamber. “I see the throne and those who crave it. I see the throne—and the one it devours before they ever reach it.”

Istvara’s mouth went dry. He swallowed.

“Which one am I?” he whispered, barely audible.

The woman’s radiance flared into a blinding flash, and when Istvara’s vision returned, all that remained was a flickering outline still glowing faintly before him—though the figure herself was gone.
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4. Varasar
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The windless morning brought an unusual warmth after the long, bitterly cold days. Elindas could hardly wait to reach the manor after freezing out on the endless plain. By now, he had learned what made for a decent hiding spot at night, and despite the tales he'd recalled about the shadowcat, he hadn’t seen or heard any sign of such a creature during his seemingly endless trek. No strange cries, no tufts of fur caught on branches. The haystacks held nothing worse than mice and voles, sometimes rabbits or deer, and the only cats he saw were common mousers, the kind that rubbed against his legs in hopes of a scrap.

The two younger children greeted him from atop the fence. Six-year-old Dona had been waving from afar, and the prince thought it was because she’d recognized him. Fourteen-year-old Zoot didn’t look at his face until he heard his voice.

“You waiting for me?” the man asked as he opened the garden gate.

Zoot jumped down into the flowerbed.

“Vagrants show up on their own,” he muttered, letting his gaze drift over Elindas’s worn clothes. “Forgive my rudeness, my prince. But why are you dressed like a beggar?” he added with a sneer. I need to learn the proper tone, Zoot reminded himself, studying his uncle. I can't be predictable.

Once again, the man marveled at the boy’s refined manner of speech. Ever since he had learned to talk, Zoot had spoken this way—too refined, really. Elindas himself had never talked like that, and this kid must’ve learned the style from old books. The ones about kings and heroes, he thought. But why such effort?

Dona reached out her arms toward her brother, who lifted her down from the fence with ease.

The prince waved them toward the house.
“Let’s go inside. Your mother’s going to ask the same questions, and I’d rather not tell the story twice.”
Elindas cut through the tidy vegetable beds toward the front of the house. He stopped when he heard singing coming from behind the orchard and squinted to make out the figures swaying among the trees. He counted at least five—and likely just as many in the barn.

“Sorters,” Zoot pointed out. “They’re waiting on the first baskets.”

The man swallowed hard. He’d picked a bad time to show up again. During harvest, every hand was needed, even his sister’s, and now he was about to take her away from work. Yet Hiira greeted him with a smile. She sat him down, placed soup and pie before him, bustling around him, her skirt swishing as she hurried about.

“I imagine you’re tired,” she began.

He knew what was coming—she’d offer him her best room so he could rest from the road. Once she said it, there was no polite way to refuse, and she’d spend the whole day fussing over him.

“Quite the opposite,” he
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