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            Prologue

         
         The Alcoran messenger mopped the sweat off his forehead. Great Light, it was hot, even now, on the threshold of autumn. Perhaps
            no hotter than home in the canyons, but the swamps of Cyprien seemed to cling to every shred of heat and magnify it with humidity.
            It made him sluggish and short-tempered, and he longed for the fresh, dry breezes that swept off the canyon rim.
         

         
         If the Cypri folk noticed the heat, they didn’t seem to care about it. They went about their usual tasks in the dockside marketplace,
            hauling catches of crawfish and catfish and other river goods. Down from the quays, the steel mill of Lilou spewed smoke into
            the air, the groaning of the waterwheel present behind all the other sounds of activity. Lolling on posts every few yards
            were russet Alcoran flags bearing a prism and seven turquoise stars—as was expected. Cyprien, after all, had been occupied
            by Alcoro for over fifty years. He couldn’t even recall what the antiquated flag of the country had been before his folk had
            “adopted” their eastern neighbor.
         

         
         The messenger paused to let a cart pass by and blotted the sweat from his brow again. As he stopped, something caught the
            corner of his eye. He turned his head. It was one of the Cypri, a young riverman with brown skin and dark hair that curled
            in tight corkscrews. He would have been no extraordinary sight except he was watching the messenger, leaning against a market
            stall full of okra, his hands in his pockets. When the messenger noticed him, he smiled slightly, raising his eyebrows. The
            messenger pocketed his handkerchief and hurried on. The message in his bag was of utmost importance, and he didn’t want to
            loiter on the docks any longer than necessary. And he certainly didn’t want to draw impertinent stares.
         

         
         He wound his way among the marketplace stalls bustling with color and late-summer produce. Though the River-folk’s annual
            festival was still several weeks away, many stalls sold items in preparation—golden masks, golden ribbons, and fire implements
            of all kinds: torches, braziers, lanterns, and many other devices the Alcoran couldn’t name. What kind of fiery display could
            one put on with a metal fan? He had no idea, and what’s more, he didn’t want to know. Like most Alcorans, fire made him wary.
            The River-folk seemed to have a borderline-reckless regard for it, but then, they probably didn’t have wildfires raze entire
            villages every summer. The benefits, he supposed, of living half-drowned in the bayou, rather than out in the sun-crisped
            canyons.
         

         
         He pulled up short. He’d made a wrong turn somewhere, finding himself at the end of an aisle blocked by a stall of honking
            geese. He cursed vaguely and turned around, retracing his steps. To his irritation, he saw the same wry-smiled riverman from
            the okra stand, now loitering near a pastry vendor. The Alcoran quickened his pace. His king should have chosen a messenger
            more familiar with the city to deliver this message to the governor, but the council hadn’t wanted the letter changing hands
            multiple times. He could worry about that paranoia later—he just wanted to find his way back to the main causeway.
         

         
         He turned the corner and spied a busy-looking street several stalls away. Relieved, he headed toward it. But as he approached
            a stall crammed with barrels of freshly dead fish, a figure popped up in front of him, blocking his way.
         

         
         “Copper for a juggle?” he asked enthusiastically.

         
         It was the curly-headed riverman again, his eyes glittering eagerly. In his hands he clutched a sweet potato, a ceramic cup, and a hen’s egg. The Alcoran took a
            step back and frowned at him. So that was why he’d been watching—he was panhandling. The cheeky youth had probably spotted
            the well-dressed Alcoran, with his embroidered bolero and fashionably waxed hair, and assumed he could wring a few coins from
            him.
         

         
         Well, he was wrong.

         
         “Excuse me,” said the messenger, trying to step around him.

         
         “I’m quite impressive,” the riverman insisted, moving to block him.

         
         “Young man, I insist you—”

         
         “Sweeten the deal?” The man swiped something from the fish stall and came up with a fourth object—a limp catfish, its mouth
            gaping open. Before the Alcoran could comment, the riverman tossed it in the air.
         

         
         “I’ll warn you, though,” the riverman said cheerfully as he lobbed the sweet potato after it. “Juggling four things at once
            has never been my strong point.”
         

         
         The Alcoran didn’t have time to react. The cup soared into the air, followed by the egg, just as the catfish landed back in
            his palm.
         

         
         “Ha!” the riverman crowed, tossing the fish again. The potato came down and then went back up. “Look at that, a full rotation—this
            has to be worth a silver at least, wouldn’t you agree? Oh . . . !”
         

         
         The Alcoran didn’t see everything that went wrong, because his eyes closed when the sweet potato came flying out of orbit
            and struck him on the forehead. He heard the smash of ceramic at his feet and felt the crunch of an eggshell against his shoulder.
            Yolk splattered across his collar. And then—splat. The catfish landed . . .
         

         
         On his face.

         
         “Great blazing Light!” He swiped frantically at the fish.

         
         “Oh!” he heard the riverman exclaim again.

         
         “Hey!” shouted a gruff voice. Before the Alcoran could wipe the fish slime from his eyes, he was engulfed with a towel. “Leave
            the fellow alone, you no-good scoundrel!”
         

         
         “I was only . . .”

         
         “Go on, get lost! I oughta cuff you ’round the head—go on! Go harass someone else!”

         
         The Alcoran staggered, blinded by the ministrations of the newcomer, who seemed to be trying to scour his face clean while
            admonishing the juggler at the same time. Shards of the ceramic cup crunched under his boots. He opened his mouth to protest
            the assistance and got a wad of towel between his teeth.
         

         
         “So terribly sorry, sir,” the newcomer said loudly. “You mustn’t think poorly of all us River-folk—these meddlesome youths
            have no respect, not even for their kinfolk, let alone our Canyon-folk neighbors . . . Oh, but your fancy jacket—let me help
            you with that egg . . .” He ground his towel into the Alcoran’s collar, which only served to smash the egg yolk further into
            the fabric.
         

         
         “It’s fine, it’s fine, leave it!” the Alcoran finally managed to say amid the man’s aggressive assistance.

         
         “Nonsense, my good canyonman. Here, we’ll get that yolk out, don’t you worry. Come along.” The man dragged the Alcoran to
            the fish stand. He grabbed a bucket from the counter and splashed it without warning over his collar. It was water—river water,
            the Alcoran realized—lukewarm and smelling of silt and fish.
         

         
         The Alcoran jumped back. “Falling stars, man!”

         
         But the stall vendor snatched at him again and began scrubbing his saturated collar. “No respect,” he continued. “No respect
            for a citizen of the Seventh King, none at all . . .”
         

         
         “Leave it!” the Alcoran said loudly, finally wrenching himself from the vendor’s grip. “Great Light, just leave it!” He straightened
            his now wet and soiled bolero and wiped the last of the fish remnants from his face.
         

         
         The vendor bowed humbly. “A thousand apologies for the inconvenience, sir.”

         
         “And me!” chimed a voice in the Alcoran’s ear. He startled away from the juggler, who hadn’t fled the scene as he had assumed.
            “Never meant to hit you with a fish, sir!”
         

         
         “Ugh!” The Alcoran threw up his hands. “Just keep away from me! Don’t come near me again—either of you!”

         
         Without another word, he turned on his heel and fled through the market stalls, his waxed hair sticking up in several places
            and his embroidered bolero peppered with fish scales.
         

         
          

         The riverman watched him go, quietly wiping the fish juice off his own fingers. He hoped the Alcoran wouldn’t notice the undone
            clasp on his bag until much later. But even if he did, it shouldn’t matter. The message was safely back inside the bag, the
            softened wax seal remolded into place, thanks to the heat of the day. He turned his attention instead to the fish vendor,
            who was neatening his wares.
         

         
         “Fabian, you’re a wizard with a towel,” he said warmly.

         
         “Hmph,” the vendor grunted. “You’re paying for that catfish, Roubideaux.”

         
         “Naturally. But not at the moment. Got a scrap of parchment?”

         
         The vendor handed him a square of paper used to wrap fish, along with a charcoal stick. The riverman hurriedly began writing
            down the message he’d read, word for word, before he forgot any of it.
         

         
         “Did you get what you were after?” asked Fabian.

         
         “Think so.” The riverman read his work. “And what a find, too. Many thanks, Fabian. This could be worth quite a few catfish,
            I think.” He slipped the paper into his vest pocket. “How about a crabcake for the road? I have a message to deliver.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Mae dropped down next to me with a jingle of bells, pink-cheeked and breathing heavily.

         
         “Five months after the fact, and I’m still tallying all the lies you told me,” I said.

         
         She fanned herself, looking legitimately surprised. “What now? I thought we’d laid everything out.”
         

         
         “You are a good dancer,” I said. “More so than you let on.”
         

         
         “Oh.” She rolled her eyes. “Some people would call that modesty, Mona, not lying. And when exactly on our journey was I supposed
            to demonstrate my hey-for-four to you?” Her eyes followed her new husband as he wove among his folk to join us at the high
            table. “Besides—I didn’t have the right partner.”
         

         
         Valien climbed the few steps up to the table, straightening the silver circlet that ran across his brow into his thatch of
            black hair. He, too, was out of breath, though it wasn’t surprising given the flurry of exuberant dancing taking place in
            the courtyard of Lampyrinae. For over two hours now, the Wood-folk had been stomping and spinning, the silver accents on their
            gowns and tunics and boots gleaming in the lantern light. They bowed to their partners only to immediately re-form their long
            lines for the next set—and there was no sign of them stopping any time soon.
         

         
         “Your brothers are threatening anarchy if you don’t dance with them next,” Valien said to Mae, sliding into his seat next
            to her. Like her, he made a fair amount of noise as he moved—they both had a slew of tiny bells sewn onto cuffs around their
            wrists and heavily fringed leather boots. They jingled with every movement, making the two of them easy to find in the crowd.
         

         
         “Oh, they don’t mean it,” she said. “And anyway, you used to threaten anarchy right alongside them when we were kids.”

         
         “Well, but now I’m the king,” he said.
         

         
         “Should have thought of that earlier, maybe. Ugh, Arlen!” Mae whisked her silver skirts out of the way as a puddle of blackberry wine bloomed over the tablecloth.
         

         
         Arlen swore under his breath, his face reddening under his pearled eyepatch. He snatched up his napkin and blotted the spill.

         
         I added my own napkin to the effort. “It’s all right,” I said quietly.

         
         He hated making these kinds of mistakes. In the first few weeks after the Alcoran captain’s sword blinded his left eye, he
            had been a walking disaster, toppling vases, missing steps, and generally crashing into any obstacle on his left side. He
            had since become much better at navigating his surroundings, but he was still a work in progress. Knocking over a wine glass
            at an event as public as a foreign royal wedding would not be something he’d quickly forget—especially if Mae got a kick out
            of reminding him about it.
         

         
         Unfortunately, at that moment, the music ringing from the massive oak tree in the middle of the courtyard eased to a halt.
            Wood-folk across the courtyard bowed to their partners. Some hurried back to their goblets, but most turned to face the high
            table as a cluster of folk hauled a groaning wooden cart into the courtyard. I closed my stained napkin in my fist and rested
            it surreptitiously in my lap as the cart was brought to a halt in front of the new king and queen.
         

         
         “King Valien and Queen Ellamae Heartwood of Lampyrinae,” said a burly man with a deep bow. “A gift from the smiths, in honor
            of your wedding and the beginning of your reign.” He and his apprentices dragged away the shroud of canvas to reveal a set
            of massive wooden panels: the new gates to the palace, carved with soaring twin trees. The centers of the trunks were inlaid
            with silver. Valien and Mae’s grateful words were swallowed up by the cheering in the courtyard.
         

         
         “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I said to her as the panels were hauled away. “This name you both took—Heartwood. A bit flouncy
            for you, isn’t it?”
         

         
         The look she gave me was a familiar one—that pained expression she wore when I flaunted my ignorance of the mountains. “Heartwood. It’s the heart of a tree, the center of the trunk. It gives structure to everything else. It’s strong. And it’s useful—it
            can get a fire going.”
         

         
         “Ah,” I said. “That makes much more sense. You’re obnoxiously clever.”

         
         “You’re dull and prosaic.”

         
         “Well, I like the name.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         The fiddlers and drummers took up their instruments in the tree branches again, and folk turned their attention back to forming
            their lines. I smoothed my napkin back on the table as the Wood-folk began yet another complex dance.
         

         
         “A ladies’ chain,” Mae said, setting her cup down. “Come on, Mona, I’ll show you how.”

         
         “No, no. I’m perfectly fine watching.”

         
         “I didn’t ask if you were fine. Come on . . . as a wedding gift.”
         

         
         “I already gave you pearls and a song,” I said, shaking her hand off my wrist. “Don’t make me take them back.”

         
         “Well, you can’t take back the song, and I’ll fight you for the pearls.”

         
         “I suppose that’s a ‘thank you’?”

         
         She fingered the string of green seed pearls looped from shoulder to shoulder, twined to resemble a leafy vine. “I suppose.
            I feel a little conspicuous. This thing alone could have bought me a month’s worth of meals in Paroa.”
         

         
         “Three months’, more likely. But it looks well on you.”

         
         She unfurled her palm in an automatic gesture of gratitude. “Thank you. And thank you for singing at the ceremony. It was
            nice. If I lied to you about dancing, then you lied to me about singing. You have a lovely voice.”
         

         
         “Thank you.” I watched the chaos unfold before us, sure someone was going to collide with another at every turn. “Though it
            should have been Colm, not me. His voice is richer than mine. It would have carried better through the courtyard.”
         

         
         As soon as I spoke, I wished I hadn’t. Mae’s smile became fixed, her eyes on the whirl of color and sound before us. I mentally
            kicked myself, remembering her reaction the previous day when she realized only Arlen and I had made the journey to Lampyrinae.
         

         
         “It’s not you,” I had told her last night as she rested her head against the cold window. “He’s not angry at you anymore.
            He’s angry at himself, and a bit lost.”
         

         
         “You said he would come around.”

         
         “And he has. But think, Mae . . . everyone here knows he nearly killed you. And Valien was . . . a bit stiff with him in those
            first few days, when you were mending.”
         

         
         “He’s long past that. No one cares anymore. And besides that, half the Guard saw him save my life on the Firefall.”

         
         I had shrugged then. “You know Colm. He hates to be the center of any kind of attention. He sends you his best—he really does.
            He dove for most of the pearls I brought you. But he couldn’t bring himself to come.”
         

         
         She had closed her eyes, her disappointment mirrored in the darkening windowpanes.

         
         The flurry of music slowed, and folk applauded the musicians in the branches. They bowed with enthusiasm and then struck up
            a new tune—slow, lilting. A waltz. Dancers broke from their lines to seek out partners, and soon the courtyard was full of
            circling couples.
         

         
         Valien smiled and took Mae’s hand in his, but just as she made to rise from her seat, an ambuscade in the form of her brothers
            descended on her chair.
         

         
         “Damn the crown!”

         
         “Up Beegum Bald!”

         
         They latched on to her arms and hauled her from her seat. She struggled against them, jingling haphazardly. “You bunch of
            idiots!”
         

         
         But the three of them wrestled her down the steps and into the courtyard beyond, where they took turns twirling her between
            them. They waltzed her away from the high table even as she poured contempt—and laughter—on them.
         

         
         Valien still had his hand uplifted to take hers. “Ah,” he said. “I’ve been overthrown.” He reached across Mae’s empty chair
            to me. “Given the circumstances, Lady Queen, will you grant me a waltz?”
         

         
         I felt myself color slightly. “Oh, I think perhaps not, Valien.”

         
         “Ellamae said you were hoping to dance tonight.”

         
         I cast Mae a dark look, but she was absorbed in berating her brothers.

         
         “Now’s your chance, Mona,” Arlen said with some vindication, giving me a push.

         
         I could hear my mother’s voice echoing in my head as it always did. Don’t do something if you don’t think you can do it well. I glanced out at the courtyard. The folk that weren’t watching the new queen waltz on the arm of her eldest brother were
            watching us at the high table. Valien still had his hand stretched out to me. Turning him down would appear cold.
         

         
         I laid my hand in his and rose from my seat before Arlen could disrupt my poise. Valien led me out into the current of waltzing
            couples.
         

         
         “Which foot first?” I asked quietly.

         
         “Right,” he said, holding my hand aloft.

         
         I followed his stride, trying to keep my eyes from flicking down to my feet. Over the king’s shoulder, Mae’s brother led her
            easily into an elaborate spin, the fringe on her boots flying with each step. I gripped Valien’s leading hand a bit tighter.
            I hoped he would not try to spin me. I could feel the ridged scar tissue on his palm, the childhood injury leftover from his
            father’s abusive temper. Valien had dodged that particular blow, but he had landed with his hand deep in the fire grate, and
            the burn scars had remained.
         

         
         “Relax a little,” he said gently, giving my hand a bob.

         
         “I’m out of practice,” I said. “I haven’t had much call to dance in the last four years.”

         
         “I won’t do anything surprising,” he promised.

         
         I wanted to reply that given our history, I doubted he could do anything that would surprise me, but I bit back the words
            and focused instead on following his lead. Glide, two, three.

         
         “How are you enjoying October in the mountains, Queen Mona?”

         
         “Lovely,” I said between breaths.

         
         “How goes the progress down on the lake?”

         
         “Slow but steady.” I took too big a step and wobbled. His bells gave an extra jingle as he steadied me and led me into the
            next step. Recovered, I said, “We’ve deconstructed all but one of the barracks the Alcorans built.”
         

         
         “And the towns closest to the river mouth are being fortified?”

         
         “Yes.” I wished he would let me focus on my feet. I could feel the eyes of dozens of Wood-folk watching my graceless show.
            “Everything we’re salvaging is going to that effort.”
         

         
         “Blackshell?”

         
         I shook my head. “Palace defenses will have to wait. There’s not enough material.”

         
         “Not even with our timber shipments?”

         
         “Timber, yes. Steel, no.” I missed a step and took two to make up for it. “We’re dreadfully short on steel.”

         
         “I’ll see if we can increase bloomery production.”

         
         “You can’t,” I said, unable to spare the words to dance around the subject. “Not in the quantities I need. I need high-quality
            steel from the Cypri mills, and I need a great deal of it.”
         

         
         “I’ll ask my councilor of trade what she thinks about moving shipments from Cyprien through the mountain gaps.”

         
         “I can tell you what she’ll think,” I said. “She’ll tell you it’s far too expensive to justify, and that it would be a detriment
            to your own bloomeries. No one is going to waste the effort to move goods from Cyprien overland through Paroa, Winder, and
            the Silverwood when they could just sail up the southern waterways like they’ve been doing for centuries.”
         

         
         A few beats of music passed.

         
         “You’ve been thinking about this for a while,” he said.

         
         “I was going to wait to bring it up until our state meeting next month,” I said. “But I won’t deny I’m a bit on edge, Valien.
            Every day I wake up wondering if this is the day Celeno will send his warships back to the lake. We need to be ready. But
            trade over the mountains this summer was much sparser than I anticipated.”
         

         
         “Part of that was the road,” he countered. “Tradeway Road and the Palisade Road took a great deal of work. We have plans to
            widen several of the bridges in the spring . . .”
         

         
         “Even so, it may still be several years before folk take your routes with any regularity. Traders are used to the sea routes.”
            A familiar knot of dread welled in my stomach, one that had been growing over the past five months of trying to stand my country
            on its own two feet after years of subjugation. But I pressed on—as I had done and always would do. “And steel isn’t the only
            thing we’re having to ration. Textiles, silks from Samna. Salt—we don’t smoke our meat as your folk do. We could very well
            be without either of them by spring.”
         

         
         He rotated a quarter turn. I wobbled again. Jingle. Over his shoulder, I saw Mae go into an elegant spin from her eldest brother to her youngest.
         

         
         “What do you propose?” he asked.

         
         “I don’t know. That’s what’s worrying me.” That and these steps. “I don’t have any answers yet.” I watched Mae’s silver gown swirl over her boots. “If I had my way, I’d open trade in the
            waterways with Cyprien.”
         

         
         “Trade with Cyprien means trade with Alcoro.”

         
         “Which is why I haven’t pursued it, obviously,” I said with a hint of sharpness. “Until the Cypri ports are liberated from
            Alcoran control, I won’t have anything to do with them. Unfortunately, I can’t see that happening any time soon.”
         

         
         “We could try to send word to the Cypri folk.”

         
         “Who would we contact, though?” I asked. “Even before the Alcorans invaded almost sixty years ago, they never had a real monarchy.
            They had that . . .”
         

         
         “Assembly, I think it was called.”

         
         “Yes. Very decentralized. There’s no royal line that might have survived the invasion—which means they have no leaders. No
            diplomats, no ambassadors.” I glowered absently over his shoulder, cursing King Celeno for the umpteenth time for destroying
            the prosperity of my country and those around it. “And even if they had an organized faction of folk who wanted to liberate
            their country from Alcoro, they couldn’t possibly have the military to make it happen.”
         

         
         I felt him give a small sigh under my hand on his shoulder, though the sound of it was lost to the music. “Ellamae and I have
            plans to open a timbering agreement with the Winderan monarchy in the spring,” he said. “That may help draw folk from the
            coast over the mountains. I don’t deny it may be a sparse few years, and not just for you. Supplying you from our own stores
            has impacted us as well. But things will get better, Lady Queen, with time.”
         

         
         “Time that I can’t afford,” I said. “The longer we sit around hoping Celeno won’t retaliate, the more time he has to plan
            a counterattack.”
         

         
         “But we have the upper hand on him now.” He checked our progress momentarily to avoid colliding with another couple, and I
            caught my toe on his boot. Jingle jangle. “We’ll be able to see his ships coming from miles away, and once the road to the southern lookouts is complete, it should
            take less than a day for a mounted scout to reach Lampyrinae.”
         

         
         “When will the road be complete?”
         

         
         “Barring an early snowstorm, it should be done by next month.”

         
         I blew out a breath. “I worry even that may be too long. I doubt Celeno will wait until spring to launch his next assault.
            He’ll know it’s to his advantage to limit the amount of time my folk can spend in the water, and in the dead of winter . . .”
         

         
         “Queen Mona,” Valien said as gently as possible. “Must we solve all our problems on the dance floor?”

         
         I realized then that the music was slowing to its conclusion. To my right, Mae sank into a dip on the arm of her middle brother.
            I flushed with embarrassment. Valien had begun our dance making polite conversation, and I had turned it into a drill on policy.
         

         
         “Forgive me,” I said. “That was rude.”

         
         He smiled mildly as he slowed his step. “On the contrary, Lady Queen. You bring up valid points. I’m fortunate to call you
            my ally. Grant me a few days with my bride, and then we will lay out all our concerns for the coming winter.”
         

         
         “Yes, yes, of course.”

         
         As the final chord sounded, he lifted his left hand and gave me the slightest nudge with his right. To my surprise I found
            myself completing a twirl of my own, my skirt swirling around my ankles. He guided me to a stop and bowed low over my hand.
         

         
         “Well done,” he said with a smile. He turned over his scarred palm. “Thank you.”

         
         I dipped my own courtesy to him. “Likewise.”

         
         With that, he slipped back through his folk to Mae and wrapped his arms around her. Relieved, most likely, to put the interruption
            in their joy behind him. Hoping my pink cheeks would be attributed to the dance, I hurried back to the high table.
         

         
         “Not too bad,” Arlen said. “Though you could have smiled once or twice.”

         
         “Quiet,” I said, reaching for my wine.

         
         Mae and Valien made their way arm in arm toward the table, but they never reached it. One of the fiddlers in the trees lifted
            his bow and called in a ringing voice, “A blessing of the Light!”
         

         
         “A blessing of the Light!” several people cried.

         
         “Blessed be the Light!”

         
         The call was taken up, and the crowd pressed forward to surround the king and queen. I set my wine down slowly as Mae and
            Valien drew closer together. They turned their hands over, and all across the courtyard, folk followed suit, their palms filled
            with the light of the lanterns. Their gesture of thanks. Eyes closed, faces turned upward to the night sky, they began, hundreds
            of voices rising through the branches.
         

         
         
            “Blessed be the Light that guides and nourishes.

            Blessed be the Light that kindles and inspires.

            Blessed be the Light that draws us from the darkness.

            Blessed be the Light, giver of life.”

         

         I curled my fingers around the back of the chair in front of me. Next to me, Arlen stood awkwardly with his hands clasped
            in front of him, his good eye shut.
         

         
         
            “Shine upon me. Shine through me. Shine within me.”

         

         Perhaps she felt my gaze. Perhaps she wanted a glimpse of the courtyard in prayer. Whatever the reason, Mae opened her eyes
            early. It was too late for me to look away. She caught my gaze, saw how I was standing. Her lips gave a little twitch, almost
            a smile. A sad smile. She knew I wouldn’t be praying with the others.
         

         
         “Blessed be the Light,” murmured the Wood-folk, and after that Mae’s face was lost from my view, swept up in the many embraces from those around
            her. The fiddler in the tree began a sweet tune, full of joy and contentment. Folk called their goodnights. The festivities
            would continue out in the courtyard, but the time had come for the new couple to retreat together, continuing their celebration
            in private.
         

         
         As they were shunted up the courtyard to the palace, their jingling growing fainter, Mae turned back once. Her height made
            it difficult for me to see her through the crowd. But she stood on tiptoes as she walked, offering me one last wave. I waved
            back, silently wishing her well. I wished her the strength and integrity I knew she already possessed. I wished her the love
            of her husband and the respect of her folk. I wished her the confidence I didn’t have, to place her trust and faith in something
            higher than herself.
         

         
          

         Hours after the festivities had quieted, I was rattled from sleep by a pounding on the door of my guest room. I jerked upright,
            clothed in the darkness of the bed hangings.
         

         
         “Queen Mona Alastaire!” shouted a muffled voice.

         
         I wrenched the hangings aside and met a wash of cold air—even with the fires lit, the palace of Lampyrinae was frosty in the
            autumn night. I drew my dressing gown around my shoulders and slid my slippers on my feet as I hurried to the carved wooden
            door.
         

         
         A palace attendant stood in the hall, clutching a lantern. Her hair was mussed—she looked as though she had only just been
            roused from sleep. “King Valien and Queen Ellamae request your presence.”
         

         
         Still fighting the fog of sleep, I glanced over my shoulder to the window, wondering if I had somehow overslept. It was inky
            black outside. Moonless. “What time is it?”
         

         
         “Nearly four.”

         
         “Four?”

         
         “In the morning,” she said unhelpfully.

         
         “It’s their wedding night,” I said, thunderstruck.

         
         “It’s urgent,” she replied. “A party of scouts has arrived from the southern wood. They’re reporting a fleet of Alcoran ships
            is moving north through the Cypri waterways.”
         

         
         Great Light, I thought, before another, more urgent thought came to me.
         

         
         Colm.

         
         I pulled the door wide. “Where are they meeting?”

         
         “In the king’s study. I’ll take you there.”

         
         I glanced up the hall. Arlen’s room was around the corner from mine. “Has someone told my brother?”

         
         In response, a piteous groan echoed off the walls.

         
         “Good,” I said.

         
         “Follow me,” said the attendant.

         
         I drew my dressing gown closer around my shoulders and belted it at the waist. My heart beat against my chest, but as my groggy
            head cleared, I realized I didn’t need to panic just yet—a ship spotted from the southern lookouts would take several days
            to get to the mouth of the river. There would be enough time to travel down the Palisades to the lake. Enough time to organize
            a front. Enough time.
         

         
         Not like before.

         
         The attendant led me out of the guest wing and across the main body of the palace. The halls echoed with silence—folk were
            sleeping off their jubilation. Despite my edginess, I stifled a yawn. I had slipped away before most of the Wood-folk, but
            I couldn’t have been asleep more than a few hours. I smoothed my hands over my hair and cheeks.
         

         
         Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the attendant steal a glance at me. I rubbed my cheek again, wondering if I had pillow
            marks.
         

         
         “Lady Queen?”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         She took a short breath. “That . . . that was lovely, the song you sang at the ceremony. Me and a few others, we listened
            from behind the courtyard.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “Are they somber affairs, Lumeni weddings?”

         
         “Somber?” I turned to regard her. She had the copper skin of her folk, though it was several shades lighter than Mae’s, and
            pinker now that she was flushing.
         

         
         “The song, it seemed very somber. Not . . . not sad, just . . . serious.”

         
         “Oh.” We started up a handsome staircase. “It’s not supposed to be somber. That must have been my own doing.”

         
         “Well, we liked it. You made Miria cry.”

         
         Splendid. The last time I had sung that song was at Colm and Ama’s wedding. Clearly I hadn’t been able to keep that memory
            from affecting my voice. Being reminded of my sister-in-law’s death did nothing to ease my anxiety.
         

         
         We came to a wing protected by a pair of Palace Guards and arrived at a set of recessed double doors. The king and queen’s
            chambers. The attendant opened one and led me into a large parlor draped in rich green and silver. The country’s banner hung
            on the wall, a silver tree on a green field, the roots embellished with blue pearls to represent the Wood-folk’s beloved fireflies.
            Next to this hung the portrait that had been presented to Mae and Valien earlier in the day—he in his embroidered emerald
            cloak, she in her shining silver gown. I noticed the artist had painted the scar over Mae’s left collarbone where Colm’s atlatl
            dart had had to be cut out five months ago. I wondered if she had specifically asked for it to be included.
         

         
         Several doors were set into the far wall, with one cracked open a few inches. In front of it lay a bell-covered cuff. I just
            caught a glimpse of a carved poster bed, its linens tousled, before the attendant led me to one of the other doors. She knocked.
         

         
         “Enter!”

         
         Valien was spreading maps of the Silverwood, Lumen Lake, and Cyprien over a heavy wooden table. He had on trousers and a belted
            robe, but his feet and chest were bare. Mae was curled up in one of the cushioned chairs, clutching a silk dressing gown across
            her chest. She glowered, her face black as night.
         

         
         “I will murder King Celeno,” she said when I entered.

         
         “Welcome to sovereignty,” I replied. “Cutting short your wedding night for the security of your country.”

         
         She growled, drawing the dressing gown closer around her shoulders. There was a red mark on her neck—and it wasn’t the atlatl
            scar.
         

         
         Across the table stood a scout I recognized, her rank denoted by a silver cord running over her shoulder. It was Deina, the
            Woodwalker who had raised the palace to our escape from the king’s dungeons. I wondered if she and Mae had made peace yet
            over the havoc we had wreaked during our journey through the Silverwood. Her presence here, at least, was a good sign in that
            direction.
         

         
         The door opened behind me and in staggered Arlen. His good eye was red-rimmed and bleary, and the strap to his pearled patch
            was twisted across his forehead. He hated waking up before the sun on any occasion, but doing so after a night of revelry
            was borderline miraculous. His sandy hair stuck up all along one side of his face.
         

         
         “Alcoro is a nation of unwashed hogs nose-deep in puddle scum,” he spat.

         
         “Have you been working on that the whole way over here?” Mae asked him.

         
         “No, it struck me in a flash. Tell me, had you actually gone to sleep yet?”

         
         “Wouldn’t you like to know,” she snarled.

         
         “Where were these boats spotted?” I asked, cutting off the banter and coming to stand over Valien’s shoulder.

         
         He tapped a squiggle on the map. “The Rooftops.”

         
         “How long ago?”

         
         “Four days,” Mae said.

         
         Deina shifted slightly at her tone. “We would have been quicker,” she said. “But the road to the lookouts . . .”

         
         “Isn’t done,” Valien said. “I know.” He rubbed his face. “Four days.”

         
         “How long do we have until the boats reach the lake?” I asked.

         
         He looked at Mae. “Another four?”

         
         “From the Rooftops? Try two.”

         
         I frowned. It would take almost a full day of travel to make it down the Palisades from Lampyrinae to Blackshell. That would
            leave us barely twenty-four hours to form any kind of counterattack.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you turn these boats away like you did the other few you’ve spotted?” I asked Deina.

         
         “These are different,” she said. “The others were small, little personal crafts meant for spying. A few pitched arrows were
            enough to deter them. Seems like they took that as an invitation, though, because these new ones are warships, and they came
            on us at dusk. By the time we got down to the foothills and within firing range, it was the dead of night, and they were long
            gone up the river. I doubt we could have deterred them at all.”
         

         
         “Two days.” Valien drummed distractedly on the table. “We can’t move any significant force down to the south in that short
            amount of time.” He looked at Arlen. “What can you muster?”
         

         
         “Between the arms you’ve supplied us and what we’ve been able to forge in the last five months, probably fifty swords and
            a hundred bows, tops,” he said, fidgeting with his twisted patch strap. “But we’ve got another three hundred atlatls, at least.
            They’re a poor match against ballistae and crossbows, but if we line the banks with javelins and trust the chain to keep the
            ships in the river, at least briefly . . .”
         

         
         I traced the waterways and then looked at Deina. “How many in the fleet?”

         
         “Three.”

         
         “Just three? You’re sure?”

         
         “Positive.”

         
         Valien glanced up at me. “You think perhaps they’re not planning on attacking?”

         
         I pursed my lips. The memory of the invasion flashed through my head—the smoke, the screams, the absolute helplessness. But
            another detail stood out. “They sailed in with twelve ships four years ago. It took that many to cut off all the channels.”
         

         
         “Don’t underestimate him,” Mae said. “Remember, Alcoro is a nation of engineers and strategists. Celeno’s unlikely to try
            the same thing twice.”
         

         
         “I know. Just as he’ll know you’re watching the waterways for us.”

         
         “So what do you think he’ll do?” asked Valien.

         
         “That’s what I don’t know, and that’s his advantage. But we know he’s coming, and the river is chained off. That’s our advantage.”
         

         
         A moment of silence passed, except for the drumming of Valien’s fingers. Eventually, he spoke again. “You don’t think he’s
            hoping for diplomacy?”
         

         
         I frowned. Mae picked up a rather ugly ceramic buck with bulging eyes from the table and turned it idly in her hands.

         
         “No,” I said finally. “What on earth could he say to me?”

         
         “Maybe he’ll try to apologize,” said Arlen.

         
         “The man believes he’s carrying out a divine plan,” I said sharply. “He’s not likely to apologize for it. No. Even if he wanted to apologize, I wouldn’t accept it. The last time I misjudged him, he murdered sixty-four of my citizens. It will not happen
            again.”
         

         
         “So we forget the southern slopes,” Valien said, sweeping away the topmost map to reveal a different one underneath. “We can’t
            get a force down there quickly enough anyway. Instead we bring a contingent down the Palisades with us. We can position the
            Armed Guard on the shore and the Wood Guard on the western slopes.”
         

         
         “We should still send archers to the south,” Mae said, twirling the buck by one of its antlers. “If things go awry, at least
            Celeno’s soldiers can’t escape back down through Cyprien.”
         

         
         “Yes,” I said decisively. “I don’t want a single Alcoran to get back to their king.”

         
         “Very well,” Valien said. “Ellamae, you can put out the order for the Guard to wake early. In the meantime, I’ll need to meet
            with our councilors.”
         

         
         “We need to leave as soon as possible,” I said. “We have to get down to Colm before tonight.”

         
         “Yes—definitely. Can you give me until seven?”

         
         I pressed my lips together. Every second gone was a second wasted, but without the Silvern army, those seconds were moot anyway.
            “Seven is fine.”
         

         
         There was a thump and a crack. We all looked to Mae, who had dropped the ceramic buck onto the wood floor. Both of its antlers
            and one of its legs had snapped off.
         

         
         “Sorry,” she said.

         
         Valien looked down at the figurine. “It’s all right.”

         
         “It was ugly.”

         
         “Yes. It was my father’s.”

         
         “Then I’m not sorry.”

         
         “Ellamae . . .” His face was weary in the lantern light. “I’ll make this up to you.”

         
         “The buck?”

         
         “Our wedding night.”

         
         “I would hope so.” She kicked the bits of the buck under the table. “In the meantime, I hear Lumen Lake is a marvelous place
            for a honeymoon.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         At five minutes before seven, the four of us were bundled onto our mounts, their noses turned down the newly reconstructed
            road connecting Lampyrinae and Blackshell. We ate breakfast from our horses’ backs, licking sugar off our fingers from hand
            pies leftover from the wedding feast. Mae had given her orders to her scouts, archers, and swordsmen, directing each unit
            to their assigned post. They had scrambled to do her bidding, and I remembered, just a few months ago, when she had been worried
            about being the right person to lead her folk. I smiled slightly as I watched the Royal Guard’s natural, genuine respect for
            their new queen—she had always been their leader, well before she wore a crown or Woodwalker insignia. She’d been a leader
            from the moment she set her sights on righting the injustices within her country—something her folk knew, even if she didn’t.
         

         
         We passed through the settlement that bloomed outward from the palace, the winding track flanked by sturdy cabins, many of
            which were built right against the trunks of ancient trees. A few domestic turkeys pecked here and there, and garden patches
            spilled over with the last of the autumn squash. The carved posts and lintels of the town were still decorated with swaths
            of colorful autumn leaves in celebration of the king and queen’s marriage. Mae had carried a similar bough of leaves in the
            crook of her arm during the ceremony.
         

         
         That already feels like ages ago.

         
         Not to everyone, though. Folk moved about their early-morning tasks with a distinct drag in their step from the revelry the
            night before. Most did double-takes when they saw us. I couldn’t blame them. By all rights, the newly married king and queen
            should have been cloistered away together for the better part of a week, certainly not riding down the mountain just hours
            after their wedding. Some folk called out to them. Valien responded with practiced poise, but most of Mae’s replies were halfhearted
            waves, her shoulders hunched in fatigue.
         

         
         “You’re not presenting an overly regal image, Mae,” I said after a particularly expansive yawn.

         
         “Tell it to my horse’s backside.”

         
         “Sit up straighter,” I hissed. “At least until you’re away from the settlement. Folk are going to think something’s wrong.”

         
         “Something is wrong,” she grumbled. “The finest night of my life was cut short by a palace attendant pounding on my door. I swear Deina
            lagged an extra day to arrive at the most wretched possible hour.”
         

         
         “It happened, it’s done. Move on. Folk are going to think something went wrong with you and Valien.”

         
         “I loathe you,” she said. But at the next cluster of homes, she sat up a little straighter and returned her folk’s greetings
            with more enthusiasm.
         

         
         The crisp morning chill eased away on the exposed slopes of the Palisades. I was profoundly thankful I didn’t have to traverse
            the patchy scout footpath leading down these cliffs as we had after our flight from the palace dungeons. The old trade road
            had been rebuilt, its ways wide and smooth. My heart warmed as we crested the head of the cliffs to see the misty lake spreading
            away before us, the many peaks of the islands breaking into the sun. 
         

         
         At the very edge of sight shone one particularly noticeable landmark—the Beacon. Of the many waterfalls that spilled down
            the Palisades and the cliffs flanking the southwestern lakeshore, the Beacon was positioned in such a way that it caught the
            earliest rays of sun that shot up the river channel. It always lit first in the mornings, its towering cascade and billowing
            mists reflecting the sunlight to the point of brilliance, so bright it hurt to look straight at it. I breathed in a deep draught
            of mountain air. I would never grow tired of this sight, not after years spent aching for my country. The view only hardened
            my determination.
         

         
         Celeno would not wrest the lake from me a second time.
         

         
         We rode swiftly down the Palisades, urging our horses around the tight switchbacks. The ride soon became monotonous, and I
            managed to lose myself in thoughts of defending the lake. But by the time evening fell, the energy brought on by anxiety had
            dwindled away. My thighs ached from gripping my horse’s flanks at every precarious turn, and my eyes were heavy with fatigue.
            Mae and Arlen were grousing at each other from either end of my mount. Even Valien was stiff and silent, his usual easy smile
            set into a thin line. It was with great relief that the land evened out and we urged our horses through the village clustered
            against the wall of Blackshell. The heavy double gates were thrown open, no longer barring the palace from the Silverwood,
            but guards were posted on the wall all the same. At my wave, they ran ahead of us to raise the palace attendants.
         

         
         My valet was the first to appear, running down the steps to take hold of my horse’s reins. “You’re back early, my queen.”

         
         “I am, Eavan.” I slid gratefully off my mount’s back. “I have urgent business to take care of. Have someone gather my councilors
            together in the map room. And have Grainne prepare a room in the guest wing for the king and queen of the Silverwood.”
         

         
         “Yes, my queen. Right away.”

         
         “Before you go—where is Colm? Asleep?”

         
         “The library, I believe.”

         
         As usual. “Thank you, Eavan. I’ll be in the map room in half an hour.”

         
         I led the others into the entrance hall. The night was cloudy, with no view of the stars through the large rose window. Palace
            attendants hurried ahead of us, turning up the lamps, casting glimmering light on the mother-of-pearl tiles paneling the hallways.
            We crossed the hall, making for the southern wings. Hanging prominently in this passage, positioned to catch the changing
            rays of the sun, hung a handsome chandelier of mirrored silver, a gift from Valien’s smiths upon our reformed alliance. That
            had been a grand ceremony, held at the head of the Palisades, where the mountains opened up to the view of the lake. With
            a great deal of fanfare and formal speeches, we had presented Valien and Mae with several cases of meticulously matched blue
            pearls, to replace the knots representing the sacred blue fireflies in their banners. They, in turn, had gifted us the elegant
            silver chandelier. I had accepted it with all the grace and praise my mother would have expected of me. It helped that Mae
            had somehow found the tact to keep silent on my disdain for any flashy thing meant to remind me of the Light. We passed under
            it now, and the only thing it reminded me of was what I was up against—Alcoro’s corrupted belief that the Light was somehow
            guiding them to take my country away again.
         

         
         The attendants hadn’t yet reached the hallway to the library, but the cracked door flickered with firelight. I pulled it open
            to find Colm in a familiar state, bent over the great polished table and surrounded by heaps of parchment and heavy books.
            Ink stained his fingers as he copied a lengthy passage. The Alcoran invaders had left a great deal of literature behind, and
            Colm had taken it upon himself to cross-reference many of our own historical accounts, educational texts, and collections
            of folklore. I hadn’t been particularly pleased with this endeavor, but I let him go about his work all the same. His research
            was—regrettably—useful, and far be it from me to criticize the one thing distracting him from the ghosts echoing through the
            halls of Blackshell . . . and his own guilt.
         

         
         He looked up as we entered, and his gaze slid over each of our faces. In his place, Arlen would have launched into some obtuse
            debate about how I wasn’t supposed to be back for at least another day, how Mae and Valien were supposed to be reveling in
            newly married life. But Colm just set down his quill and straightened.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” he asked.

         
         “Alcoro,” I said, joining him at the table. “They’re sending three ships up the Cypri waterways.”

         
         He frowned. “How close?”

         
         “A day, roughly,” said Mae, coming to study his work. “‘The historical evolution of Alcoran ladies’ hair ornaments’?”

         
         “A vital piece of cultural anthropology,” he said seriously. “How was your wedding?”

         
         I thought she might launch into another tirade against the interruption in the festivities, but instead she gave a small shrug.
            “Lovely.”
         

         
         The barest moment of too-long silence ticked by. “Sorry,” he said.

         
         “I just said it was lovely.”

         
         “I’m sorry I didn’t come.”

         
         “Me, too.” She flicked both of her hands in dismissal and dragged a map of the eastern world out from under a pile of scrolls.
            “But it doesn’t matter. Let’s focus on what’s at hand.”
         

         
         “Have you summoned the councilors?” Colm asked me.

         
         “Yes. They’ll be in the map room in half an hour. But I want to have options sketched out before then.” I smoothed the map.
            “I want the folk on Perch and Fourcolor Islands to evacuate to their northern shores. I want ships in the coves ready to bear
            them to Oisin’s Bow if the fighting gets out of control.”
         

         
         “Archers on the boats, or on the islands?” asked Arlen.

         
         “I want archers on a blockade at the mouth of the river. Atlatls and swordsmen will be divided between the riverbank and the
            islands. I don’t want our folk unprotected like they were last time.”
         

         
         “That leaves the shore open,” said Colm. “Even if we remove those folk to the islands, we don’t want the Alcorans ransacking
            the villages.”
         

         
         “The Silverwood will cover the shore,” Valien said. “Our folk won’t be much good on the islands anyway. We’ll have archers
            on the lower slopes and our swordsmen in formation along the lakefront.”
         

         
         “Good. Now, before we meet with my councilors, we need to discuss where all of us will be. Under no circumstances should we all be in the same place at once,” I said firmly. “Arlen, you stay with the atlatls
            on Fourcolor.”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         I looked up sharply. He licked his lips. “Not Fourcolor. Put me on Grayraen.”

         
         “Fourcolor is a better location . . .”

         
         “Fourcolor is where Sorcha’s family lives,” he said, his ears red. “And my aim isn’t as good as it was.”

         
         I shot him a glare before returning to the map. For all his pining for Sorcha during our exile, he was irrationally jittery
            about her affections now that we had returned. But I didn’t have time to worry about his love life at the moment. “You’re
            on Fourcolor. End of story. Colm will be on the riverbank. As for you two . . .”
         

         
         “Val’s the better swordsman,” Mae said. “I’ll go up with the Wood Guard. He can take the shore.”

         
         “Good. And I’ll be on the blockade.”

         
         “You should stay at Blackshell,” Colm said quietly.

         
         I rounded on him. “Do not say that again, Colm. I will not be caught here like I was last time. If Celeno’s ships breach the chain, this is the first
            place they’ll head. I’m no safer here than anywhere else, and I want to be at the mouth of the river.” I straightened, rolling
            up the map. “I want to look Celeno’s folk in the eyes when they knock on the door to my country.”
         

         
          

         My sleep that night was plagued by a never-ending mental list of additional tasks and alternate plans. I lay on my back, staring
            up at the pattern of fish scales on my canopy, until I couldn’t bear to stay still a moment longer. I shoved off my coverlet,
            turned up my lamp, and stood over my desk, scribbling my excess thoughts across sheets of parchment. I paced, muttering aloud,
            stopping occasionally in front of my mirror to debate some sticking point in our plans. For the more thorny problems, I talked
            through them while standing before my mantelpiece, above which hung the portrait of my mother and father. The painter had
            very accurately captured that look of lofty disapproval my mother so often bore—the look that said she was both disappointed
            and too poised to let it show. That look often accompanied her most frequently repeated phrase:
         

         
         You are a country.

         
         It had been my waking mantra and evening benediction, a reminder that nothing I said or did existed in a void. That I acted
            and spoke for several thousand other people, that I held their lives and livelihoods in my hands as surely as I held my own.
            It was a phrase that had chased me down the southern waterways after Alcoro attacked and haunted me up and down the coast
            of Paroa in our exile. It became my recurring nightmare—the harsh anthem of my failure to protect my folk. It had spurred
            me over the Silverwood Mountains at Mae’s heels and sustained me as I held my breath under the pitching hull of the Alcoran
            ship, driving the auger’s bit into the sodden wood.
         

         
         And it fueled me now. Standing in front of my mother’s portrait with that phrase in my head had always successfully pushed
            me to reexamine my thoughts, think through my words and actions more carefully. It didn’t fail me this time. I let her unwavering
            stare scrutinize me, which forced me to adapt, strengthen, and solidify my strategy, until I was sure even she wouldn’t be
            able to find fault.
         

         
         When weariness found its way among the anxiety, I slouched down in the armchair by the fireplace, resting my aching head against
            the cushion. But I was up again fifteen minutes later, the memory of ballistae repeats thundering me from my sleep. I staggered
            for my desk again, breaking two quills in my haste to write down my thoughts. Throughout the night, the same two words echoed
            through my head.
         

         
         Never again.

         
         It was impossible to say when I finally fell asleep, but somehow I did. I woke to find myself curled on the settee against
            the bank of windows facing the lake, my forehead pressed into the frosty glass. I didn’t even remember sitting down in this
            spot, wrapped in the blue and white brocade hangings. The world outside my window was a drifting mass of mist. The lake faded
            in and out of view beyond my balcony, slate gray in the faint morning light. I lifted my head away from the window, stretching
            out my frozen limbs. Immediately, my mind began whirling again. I needed folk to fill troughs and buckets to douse their homes.
            I needed to be sure the chains in the river had not rusted in their bolts. I needed to walk. I needed to move.
         

         
         I need to swim.

         
         I pulled my heavy woolen cloak from my wardrobe and strode from my bedchamber before I could change my mind. I passed through
            my parlor for my private staircase—the guards on the landing snapped to attention as I swept past them, as did the ones outside
            the doors to my lakeside patio.
         

         
         “As you were,” I murmured before they could say anything that might make me stop and think twice. Shedding my shoes, I made
            my way forward, the cold stone stinging my feet. I draped my cloak over the railing and descended the steps that disappeared
            into the lake. Ignoring the fact that I should have changed into my heavy diving cover, I swept my arms over my head and arced
            into the water.
         

         
         The cold shot through me, tightening my skin, freezing my muscles. I sank, my body shrinking into itself, constricting to
            find a shred of warmth. My fingers clenched on my shoulders; my knees knotted up at my chest. A shiver ran through me, and
            in a sharp movement I stretched myself wide, forcing my limbs to straighten. I swept my arms backward, pushing the water behind
            me, propelling myself deeper into the weak light. The shadowy lakebed fell away beneath me, its grasses drifting in the gentle
            current. I twisted in the water, loosening every tight place in my body, scooping my hands forward again and again until the
            first thread of heat found its way into my muscles.
         

         
         I shot out into the channel between Blackshell and Grayraen Island. I sailed over the Moon Beds, the mussels invisible in
            the gloom. During the day, the light would reflect in satiny waves against the shells, but at this hour the darkness was absolute.
            I spiraled down into the depths, enjoying the cleansing rush of water against my skin. The light from the surface faded away,
            and I stretched out my hands to feel the endless ridges of shells lining the bottom, their fringes flicking away as my fingers
            roved over them. Like a dragon’s back, Ama used to say. Like a sleeping lake monster. Like a giant pimply face.

         
         Ama. She had the innate ability to pluck out incongruous shells and split them open to reveal pearls of huge size, or incredible
            luster, or unique color. She once found a specimen the exact size and color of a blueberry. She had given it to Colm, who
            set it into a cloak pin to wear at their wedding. I hadn’t thought about that pin since we returned to the lake. What had
            happened to it? The Alcorans had shipped most of my jewelry down the waterways during their reign. Had they done the same
            with Colm’s pin?
         

         
         I drifted onto my back, gazing up at the early-morning sky filtering through the surface. My limbs buzzed, the cold of the
            water mixing with the heat from my exertion. This was what I had needed—immersion in the heart of my country. I almost thought
            I could fall asleep drifting through the depths. I stretched my hands in front of me, white in the gloom. I would not let
            Celeno cause me or my folk any more grief. Let him try to take my lake away from me again. I was not the unprepared, unconcerned
            queen of four years ago. He would find me ready and waiting, and he would suffer for it.
         

         
         I reached down, plucked up a mussel, and kicked back to the surface. The air streamed across my wet skin as I stroked back
            toward the shore, clutching the mussel in my fist. The mist was beginning to rise off the lake, the sky blushing pink behind
            the mountains. As I neared my patio, I saw a figure stealing along the lakeshore on silent feet, a dark shadow in the mist.
         

         
         Mae.

         
         “You’re crazier than a wobbling possum,” she said as I rose out of the lake, my nightdress clinging to my skin. “What on earth
            possessed you to get in the water at this temperature?”
         

         
         “I needed to think.”

         
         “I find a mug of tea to be more helpful than the chills.”

         
         “I’d have at least ten more minutes before the chills set in.” I picked up my cloak from the railing of my patio and shrugged
            it over my shoulders. “What are you doing up so early? This is supposed to be your honeymoon.”
         

         
         She kicked a rock into the water. “I haven’t been on many honeymoons, but I doubt most of them involve scouting for blinds
            to place cadres of archers.”
         

         
         I wrung out my hair. “Oh.”

         
         “He rode away to survey the riverbank before I even woke up. He left me a note and a squashed hand pie.” She scowled at the
            water, now reflecting the pastel light.
         

         
         I tossed her the mussel. “Want to find your first pearl?”

         
         “Can I hock it for a boat to the coast?”

         
         “Mae.”

         
         “I know, I know.” She pressed her hand to her eyes. “‘Shape up.’”

         
         “Valien needs you right now. He needs your skills and your support. He needs you not to blame him.”

         
         “I know. I’m sorry. I’ve made a rotten queen so far. I just . . . I had seen our marriage as the official end to all the uncertainty
            in our past. No more hundred-mile treks to meet in secret. No more seedy innkeepers ready to sell us out. No more sneaking
            around his father. No more goodbyes.” She sighed and dropped her hand. “But you’re right. I’m being an idiot. I’m done now.
            No more whining.”
         

         
         “Glad to hear it.”

         
         She looked at the mussel clutched in her fist. “How does this work?”

         
         “Use your knife to pry it open.”

         
         “Does it hurt the thing?”

         
         She would worry about that. “Do your snares hurt the grouse you catch? Do your arrows hurt the rabbits?”

         
         “We catch rabbits and grouse for food.”

         
         “We eat mussels for food. We trade their pearls for food.”

         
         She frowned but took out her knife and slid it into the crack between the two shells. We walked along the lake as she worked,
            moving slowly down the tiled pathway at the water’s edge. Even while concentrating on the mussel, she made no noise when she
            walked, unconsciously stepping around any windblown leaf that might crunch underfoot. I had tried mimicking her once, a few
            weeks after returning to the lake, walking barefoot around my room on the outsides of my feet. But the only thing I had accomplished
            was jamming my little toe against the bedframe—and making considerably more noise because of it.
         

         
         The mussel cracked open, and I showed her how to loosen the flesh inside and squeeze it through her hands, which she did without
            so much as a flinch.
         

         
         “Anything there?”

         
         She dug her finger into the mess and pulled out a little white crescent.

         
         “Look at that,” I said. “A waxing moon.”

         
         “It looks like a nail clipping,” she said, wiping it off.

         
         “Folk like to say the nature of a person’s first pearl says something about their future. There’s a book with all the different
            meanings of color and shape and size. Yellow means wealth, green means joy, black means sorrow, that kind of thing.”
         

         
         She held up the crescent. “And white?”

         
         “Chastity.”

         
         She gave a tremendous groan. “Are you serious?”

         
         I smiled. “No. It means health.”

         
         She lobbed the mussel waste at me; it landed splat on my sleeve. I laughed at her, my anxiety washed away in the wake of my swim and her companionship. We continued down the
            path, bickering good-naturedly, while I picked bits of mussel off my arm. As we rounded the bend of the shore, the southern
            stretch of the lake opened up before us. Mae pulled up to a halt.
         

         
         “How is it,” she said, “that without even speaking, he can make me feel petty?”

         
         I glanced up from my sleeve. We were at the edge of the great terrace that led down to the lake. Standing ankle-deep in the
            water, his trousers rolled up around his calves and his hands deep in his pockets, was Colm, gazing out into the mist.
         

         
         “He has that effect on everyone,” I said.

         
         “I see you’ve finished it,” she said quietly as we moved closer.

         
         Behind Colm stood a new statue carved from marble mined in the quarries near Rósmarie. It had traveled over the reconstructed
            Tradeway Road as a great white block, but over the past five months, it had been carved into a figure standing atop a smooth
            platform. We descended the terrace, coming to flank the statue. Colm turned at our approach.
         

         
         “Morning,” he said.

         
         Mae peered up at the statue’s face. “Does it look like her?”

         
         “Sometimes,” he said.

         
         I knew what he meant. The stonemasons had done a good job of replicating the ripple of Ama’s honey-colored hair and the elegant
            lines of her face. But they couldn’t capture everything—not the crinkle of her eyes when she smiled or the infectious sound
            of her laugh. Not the quick cleverness of her hands, now clasped demurely in front of her. My gaze fell to the carved folds
            of her gown pooling around her feet. Ama Donaghu Alastaire. Her name headed five long columns of text. The list of our dead. Scattered over the platform were tokens—mother-of-pearl
            carvings, bundles of dried flowers, and pearls of every color and size.
         

         
         “That blueberry pearl Ama gave you,” I said to Colm. “Did the Alcorans take it?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Where is it?”

         
         “On the bottom of the lake,” he said. “I was wearing it when they attacked.”

         
         He was looking back out at the mists, away from the statue. He did this often, coming to stand near it but not actually looking
            at it, as if he couldn’t bear to do both at the same time.
         

         
         I mourned every one of the sixty-four men and women Celeno had murdered in Lumen, but this was the greatest casualty he had
            left me. The Seventh King had taken my brother and buried him deep inside himself, burned with the vivid image of Ama’s execution.
            He had taken Colm’s deep, still pool of quiet confidence and muddied it, each day finding new ways to keep the silt from settling.
            He had made the lake into both a graveyard and a prison. Haunted and fettered.
         

         
         The fifth column of names carved into the marble was shorter than the others. Room for more. My determination kindled in me once again, and I swept my wet hair over my shoulder. “I expect the councilors will be awake
            soon.” I turned back up the terrace. “I’m going to change. We should be sailing for the mouth of the river by midmorning.
            You’ll both be ready then?”
         

         
         “I’ll be ready,” said Mae.

         
         Colm didn’t turn around. “I am ready.”
         

         
         So was I.

         
          

         Valien came back from his reconnaissance just minutes before the ranks of Silverwood Guardsmen marched out of the forest.
            He and Mae gave directions to their officers on the splitting and ordering of their soldiers. When this was done, we boarded
            the flat-bottomed Spindrift, its high curved bow bobbing at the dock. Colm and Arlen helped Cavan cast off, and he maneuvered us into the channel, the
            bow leading us into the south.
         

         
         “I thought Cavan was a boat-builder,” Mae said, nodding to the helm.

         
         “He’s a sailor, too. The Alcorans didn’t want any Lake-folk in charge of their own vessels, so the sailors were assigned different
            crafts. Cavan Conlaugh is good at building boats, but he’s even better at sailing them.”
         

         
         A gust of wind blew across the water, rocking the Spindrift. Mae’s hand jumped to clutch the railing, her eyes closed.
         

         
         “Boats,” she said with the tiniest groan. “Water.”

         
         “We’ve got to teach you how to swim,” I said, grinning at her discomfort.
         

         
         “If we as humans had been meant to swim, we would have been born with fins,” she said, pinching Valien’s sleeve in her fingers.
            He was leaning against the hull, facing inward, only slightly more at ease than she. They were dressed in gleaming Guard uniforms,
            their embroidered moss-colored tunics cinched at the waist with tooled leather belts. Their brown breeches were tucked into
            their usual soft-soled boots, though these were less elaborate than their wedding finery, with only a double band of fringe
            on the calves. She had the silver cord of a Woodwalker running over her shoulder, while his was white in the manner of their
            officers. Belted to their waists were quivers packed with turkey-feather arrows.
         

         
         I looked across the boat to Arlen and Colm, who were leaning on the rail, watching the shore slip by. They had on the deep
            blue tunics of our spearmen, each with a pouch of darts buckled to their belts. I was wearing a similar tunic, though longer
            and embroidered with seed pearls along the neck and sleeves. I’d have preferred a gown for an occasion of this magnitude,
            but a tunic and trousers would be much easier to maneuver in—and easier to swim in, if things went terribly wrong. Arlen twirled
            his atlatl idly in his fingers. He had not replaced the missing
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