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To my fellow survivors.
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CHAPTER ONE

TANWEN
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I stood before the capital city of Urian, unable to breathe. Wispy strands of pearl-gray sorrow cascaded from my hands and pooled on the ground.

The city, the one I’d spent most of my young life dreaming about, hadn’t been all I’d hoped for—that was true. It hadn’t fulfilled me and my desires the way I’d once fantasized it would. But it had been my home for a while. It had been the place where I’d rediscovered my father, alive, after thirteen years apart. The place where we had triumphed over a tyrant, where Braith had rightly been crowned queen, and where I’d thought my future might lie.

And now, it was enveloped in chaos.

People poured through the cobblestoned streets and packed-dirt alleyways. Peasants, the merchant class, soldiers with uniforms in various states of disarray. Nobles, even. I watched as a lady in a fine dress stumbled over the rubbish strewn about the street. She cried out as she hit the ground. Half a moment later, three peasants were upon her, ripping at her fine clothing and jewelry.

Before she could scream again, my father stood over her, his sword drawn and his eyes ablaze. “You’ll not harm her.”

Surely the peasants didn’t recognize him on sight—the former First General of Tir was famous by name, not looks, among the peasant class. But his sword spoke clearly enough. That was a language we all understood. They released the fallen lady and took a few steps backward.

Father nodded to the rest of us, the knot of weavers from the Corsyth, standing frozen in shock or horror. I felt as though I’d sprouted roots into the street. I knew the lady needed assistance. The danger from the rioters pressed in on me like a black cloud of dark magic. And the heat from a nearby shop, awash in flame, warmed my back in the most unpleasant way.

Yet I couldn’t seem to move.

Mor did instead.

He hurried to Father’s side and bent beside the weeping, trembling woman. “Come on, now. Let me help you up.”

She hesitated, and I could hardly blame her. We had traveled from the port city of Physgot to Urian at top speed, stopping only to tuck our injured comrade Aeron safely away in our Corsyth hideaway with Karlith as her nurse. And we’d been moons at sea. Though our ship was commissioned by the queen and we were all legitimate sailors in the eyes of the law, Mor looked every bit the ruffian pirate at the moment.

After a pause, the lady glanced at Father’s blade, still poised protectively between her and the peasant attackers, then she accepted Mor’s hand. He led her safely behind Father, toward the rest of us.

Father turned his attention back to the would-be muggers. “Now, what in the name of the queen has happened here?”

“We have no queen,” one hissed. Her gaze wandered to the lady, who shrank closer to Mor’s side, and her eyes lit up with greed. “There ain’t no such thing as the nobility anymore. What’s hers is mine!”

Zelyth stepped forward, his height imposing despite his thin frame. “That ain’t how it works, last I checked. What’s happened to this place? What’s happened to Queen Braith?”

Another of the peasants, a lad no older than fifteen, sneered. “We don’t answer to you. Or him,” he said as he thrust his chin at Father. Though I didn’t fail to notice he took several steps away from Father’s blade before he decided to be so bold.

“Get out of here!” Warmil suddenly shouted, and the peasants scattered. To say the former guardsman captain was on edge was an understatement. Aeron was his lass, and he’d been none too pleased to leave her behind in the Corsyth, even though he knew she couldn’t travel with us. She was still recovering from losing a leg in the battle that had sunk our ship, the Cethorelle.

Dylun’s grip tightened on a wooden box in his hands. He shook his head. “I don’t like this at all.”

Father lowered his weapon, though he didn’t return it to its sheath. He turned to the rattled noblewoman. “My lady, can you tell us what’s happened?”

“Those beasts! Animals!” Her voice quivered as her pitch edged toward glass-splintering. I fought the urge to stick my fingers in my ears. “We were hiding in a shop for days. We were out of water, so I had to leave. I had to! The moment they saw me, they chased me!”

Father nodded. “Are you hurt?”

She ran her hands across the bodice of her dress and down her arms. “I . . . I don’t think so.” Her voice quieted as she checked her body for injuries. Then she began to cry again. “Have they no shame?” Back to glass-wrecking.

“Lady . . . ?” Father waited for her to answer his unasked question.

“Lady Gwan. Gwan Ma-Straychan.”

The name didn’t seem to spark any remembrance or recognition. “Lady Gwan,” Father continued, “can you tell us what happened to the queen?”

“They took her!” Lady Gwan covered her face and sobbed. “They took Queen Braith off to goddesses know where and have done stars-and-moons know what to her.” Her pale, thin shoulders heaved and rattled, and I wondered if this trauma would be the death of the poor thing.

Shrill though she was, I could only imagine how overwhelming this must be for her—for someone who had probably lived in relative peace and comfort her whole life.

“Why does she shake like that?” A young woman—my age but looking at least a few years younger—emerged from the shadow of an alleyway. Like a tiny female version of Mor—dark hair, piercing blue eyes, head cocked to one side curiously. “Why does she act like she’s dying?”

Mor frowned at his sister over the head of Lady Gwan, who continued to weep in earnest. “Diggy, leave her alone.”

Diggy shrugged, the curiosity dropping from her face. “Fine. Just wondered.” She slipped back into the shadows a few feet away, to watch from a safer distance.

Father met Lady Gwan’s watery gaze. “You said they took Queen Braith. Who are they?”

“The steward.” Lady Gwan drew a halting breath. “Well, now he’s the steward. Set himself up very well in the palace, I’m sure. Hosting fine banquets for his henchmen and fellow evildoers. Oh, why! Why has this happened?” She buried her face into Mor, apparently no longer concerned about his disheveled appearance.

Mor shot a wide-eyed glance between me and the tangle of blonde curls resting against his chest.

Under any other circumstance, I might have laughed.

But not now. Not with Urian ablaze and Braith kidnapped or dead and my mind running through a morbid list of names—those who had probably been in Urian when the peasants marched on it.

Cameria, Braith’s maid and Father’s lone ally during his long years in hiding. Ifmere, Zel’s wife, and their baby son, Dafyth. I tried to calculate how old he was now. Half a year? We’d been at sea at least four moons. I had turned eighteen years old and hadn’t even noticed on the day the Cethorelle sank. That was the day Wylie died, and I didn’t think I would celebrate it ever again.

Almost three weeks had passed since then. Time seemed to slip away from me like an ocean current these days.

The names of about a dozen servants and guardsmen with whom I’d become friendly during my weeks living in the palace rolled through my mind now. Were any of them safe? Had everyone but Braith been unharmed?

Braith.

Bile rose in my throat. She was the kindest, goodliest soul I’d ever known. True, I hadn’t known her long, but every time I turned around, she was fighting for what was right, trying to be a good leader to her people.

Why would they harm her? Why would they take her? She would be a good ruler. It was like a strand I couldn’t quite grab hold of. It didn’t make sense.

“Lady Gwan”—Father’s voice carried into my thoughts—“we’ll take you to safety. Then we must continue on to the palace.”

“Oh stars in the heavens, don’t!” she screeched. “They’ll kill you! Absolutely kill you! If you were in the queen’s service, they will treat you no better than me.”

Father’s eyes were kind, but his jaw hardened. “I’d like to know just who they are. And there’s only one way to find out.”

Lady Gwan’s chin trembled, but she took Father’s offered arm and allowed him to lead her away, back toward whatever shop she’d been hiding in, I supposed. I followed close behind, and after a moment, Father turned halfway around and lowered his voice. “Tannie, your strands. Get that under control.”

“Oh.” Those sorrowful, pearly strands were still spilling from my hands, and I had a proper cloud following me at this point. “Right.”

“No need to draw attention. We don’t know what we’re about to face.”

I looked at Mor. “At least the strands were gray. They kind of blend with the smoke. Sparkly purple would’ve been worse.”

He lifted one eyebrow. “Yes, rather.” He cast a glance over his shoulder, and I knew he was checking the shadows to make sure Diggy was staying close.

Until we’d plucked her from it—quite accidentally and against her will, if I’m honest—Diggy had lived alone on a tiny island for some years. The crush of people in Urian on its best day would have been a lot for her. This was . . . something else entirely. I was glad she’d chosen to stay and hadn’t fled to the river or forest by now.

Lady Gwan nearly forgot about us once she crossed the threshold of the candle shop where the rest of her party hid. “Straychan!” She ran to a man propped against a barrel full of irregularly shaped candles. He had a wound in his side, and his shirt was stained with blood, but his color looked pretty good. It didn’t seem he would be bleeding out any time soon.

Strange that I had any knowledge at all of bleeding out or of flesh wounds compared to mortal strikes.

How my life had turned sideways.

With Karlith in the Corsyth, Warmil was our most skilled in the healing arts, by far. Even when Karlith was around, Warmil dealt with the nasty work of stitches. I looked at him. “Warmil? Can we help him?”

He frowned. “I could, but I need supplies.”

Father looked thoughtful. “Lady Gwan,” he said at last. “We need to get to the palace. We will send help if we can.”

“Yes.” She rose and faced us again. “Thank you for your help.” She patted at her hips as though searching for her coin purse. It wasn’t there. “Oh, if only they hadn’t taken it!”

A look of disgust settled over Warmil’s face, but Father still had that steady, patient calmness in his eyes. “That’s very kind of you, but we do not require a reward.”

“But who shall I say rescued me? Surely I can give you your proper due.” Lady Gwan looked scandalized at the idea that she might not be able to attach our names to her harrowing story.

Father hesitated. “You may tell people you were rescued by servants of the queen.”

“I know you,” Straychan said suddenly. “I know you from the queen’s council. I stood in the gallery once.”

That was our cue. Father turned and swept his arms out as he moved toward the door, herding me, Mor, Zel, Warmil, and Dylun out into the street. Diggy had never followed us into the shop in the first place.

“He’s Yestin Bo-Arthio!” Straychan fairly shouted. “The queen’s advisor. I’m sure it’s him!”

Father spun back to the man. “Perhaps we might keep that a little quieter?” Then he bowed once and fled the shop with haste.
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We were barely out into the street when someone grabbed my arm and yanked me sideways.

I screamed, then whirled around, ready to shoot strands of fire at my kidnapper.

Except I was face-to-face with a startled Diggy. “Oh,” she said. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

The men thundered into the alleyway a second later. As soon as they saw it was just us, they lowered their blades.

My heart felt like a blacksmith might be shaping something on it. I willed the hammering to slow. “What is it, Diggy? Are you all right?”

“Aye. I just . . .” She glanced over my shoulder, through the rest of the group. “I think we’re being watched.”

Warmil spun, but there was no one there. In the street, people ran in all directions. A horse galloped by, eyes wild and body flecked with foam. With all the screaming and shouting, the chaos pressing in all around, I didn’t know how Diggy could possibly sense we were being watched.

And yet I believed her.

Father had stepped away and now leaned against the stones of one of the shops beside the alleyway. His eyes fluttered closed.

“Father?” I ran to him. “Are you hurt?”

“No, Tannie girl. Just thinking. It’s a peasant uprising. I would suspect Dray was behind it, but orchestrating such a thing from the dungeon is beyond even his capabilities. Could it be connected to Gareth’s murder?”

He wasn’t really talking to any of us, of course. Just thinking out loud.

He straightened. “Bo-Lidere, what were Commander Jule’s plans when we parted at the river?”

“He said he was going to the queen’s navy field office to see what he could find out.” Mor paled. “That was probably a bad idea. I should have had him come with us. But he said he would send a runner—Sailor Bo-Cydrid—to check on us later. We have a meeting point set.”

“None of us knew how bad it would be.” Father’s face was grim. “I pray they made it to safety. He and the crew are capable fighters, at least, but it would have been better if we’d stuck together. The more allies we have with us, the better. We’ll have to make do.”

“I’m sorry, General.”

“It’s not your fault, son. We’ll just be ready to fight our way to the palace, if necessary. And only if necessary. I don’t want to shed any more blood than we have to.”

Mor nodded, his frown etching lines around his mouth. “Tannie. Will you—”

“Stay with Diggy. Of course.”

A year past, when I was still living in the tiny town of Pembrone, nestled in the coastal cliffs of the Eastern Peninsula, I probably would have insisted on being in the thick of the fighting. I would have balked at the idea of being kept out of it, left behind, assigned to protect and guard rather than charge ahead.

But now I’d lost enough that I just wanted everyone to get across the city in one piece. If that meant I couldn’t be in the middle of the action, that was fine as a fluff-hopper.

“Diggy,” Mor said to his sister. “You’ll look after Tannie?”

Diggy didn’t respond with words, but her hands snapped toward two of the six throwing knives she wore strapped about her hips and legs.

I almost smiled. “You’re asking each of us to look after the other, hmm?”

He wanted to say something, I could tell. But instead, he just lifted my chin with his hand. Gloved, so that when we touched, our weaver gifts wouldn’t link and cause a spectacle of strands in the middle of Urian.

“Be safe, Tannie.”

And then he, with my father, Zel, Warmil, and Dylun—a box full of priceless cargo tucked under Dylun’s arm—slinked back into the street. Diggy and I followed in their wake.

We had barely gone ten feet before the men were parrying strikes and shoving people away from our group. We crept toward the palace in this way—so slowly, I could scream.

How much farther? I could see the towers, of course, but we wouldn’t really be close until the perimeter wall came into view.

“Down!” Diggy’s shout startled me, but I ducked without a second thought. The man who’d tried to grab me got a knife through his hand instead.

His screams nearly pulled up the contents of my stomach.

But Diggy didn’t seem bothered. She bent over him and swiftly yanked her blade from his flesh. “I need that.”

I swallowed hard, willing my revulsion away. “Come on.”

The faster I could get her through the city, the fewer people would end up with knife wounds.

Two women barreling toward us might have become two more knife victims, but I got to them before Diggy did.

I thrust my hand in their direction and shot a strand that looked like flattened rope at one of the women, then turned slightly and launched another strand at the other. The first strand smacked into the woman just as she stretched out her hand toward my throat. It folded around her torso, pinning her arms to her sides. Then it coiled round and round her body until her screeches were cut off by my idea-strand gag.

In the space of a breath, the second peasant was bound up too.

I stared at them as they writhed on the ground. My strands wouldn’t hurt them. At least, I didn’t think so. That hadn’t been what was in my mind when I’d imagined them. But why were these women attacking me in the first place?

“The whole world’s gone mad,” I said, mostly to myself.

Diggy appeared beside me. “Was it not already?”

Some distance away, Mor was shoving a thief away from Dylun, who was huddled protectively around the box in his arms. Dylun would die before he let anyone take the box—and the curse cure that lay inside it.

As I watched Dylun cradle the cure that had saved my life and cost Gryfelle’s, I caught sight of a marble fountain. One of many scattered throughout the heart of the city. The whole core of Urian seemed to be carved of marble, after all.

But this one was familiar. I was almost certain it was the fountain I’d marveled at the very first time I came to Urian—bound with ropes not unlike those strands I’d just made. The king’s guardsmen had dragged me through the city that first time, but the Pembroni farm girl in me couldn’t help but marvel anyway.

All that smooth white stone. This one shaped like a perfect bowl.

Probably by an expert stoneshaper, I realized now, remembering the Meridioni weavers who carved stone with their fingers. I hadn’t known such weavers existed before I’d seen them myself in Meridione.

And now, that pure, spotless fountain ran with blood.

I stared up into the vacant eyes of a man whose throat had been slit. His body was draped over the top tier of the fountain, and it seemed he’d been placed there on purpose. It reminded me of how Gareth would display the heads of his enemies around the capital when he had a mind to.

Or so I’d heard.

This man was one of Braith’s guardsmen. He wore the black uniform of the palace guard. I wondered if that fact alone had sealed his fate or if he had done something specific to inspire such wrath.

It didn’t matter. His blood splashed over the side of the fountain in a grim shower.

Blood and marble, marble and blood.

Diggy stood near me, her face a blank mask. “Come on.”

I obeyed, and we caught up to the others at the palace wall without incident. They hadn’t been idle while they waited. Already they’d agreed to approach the guards with weapons concealed but ready. As soon as necessary, they would draw and fight our way inside.

“And once we get in?” I asked. “We march to the throne room and demand to know what they’ve done with Braith?”

Zel’s eyes were heavy with pain. “Or we look for my family.”

That hit me like a punch to the gut. “Oh, Zel. We’ll find them. We will. We have to.”

He nodded, but that heavy look didn’t lift. I knew it wouldn’t until Ifmere and Dafyth were safe in his arms.

Mor and Diggy were fussing about something. “You can’t walk in like that,” Mor was saying. “Your knives are strapped all over your legs in plain sight.”

Bare legs, I knew he was only just restraining himself from saying. He was rather scandalized by the grazer-hide shorts his sister insisted on wearing, no matter how cold she was. They had been comfortable for her on the island, and part of me wondered if she refused to put on trousers or a dress simply because she knew it nettled Mor so much.

“I’ll stand behind that one.” She pointed to Warmil. “He’s big enough to block me, mostly.”

Mor rolled his eyes, but we didn’t have time to fight about this. “Fine.”

And just like that, we were walking toward the guards standing at the front gate—soldiers who may or may not kill us on sight.

They dressed differently than the palace guards under Braith’s or Gareth’s rules—their uniforms were dusky green and deep red. I thought about the slain guardsman in the fountain. I guessed I wouldn’t want to be wearing a black uniform right now either.

Father opened his mouth to speak, but one of the green-clad guards cut him off by raising his hand. Then the guard leaned a bit closer, squinting. He looked the rest of us over, one by one, settling for an uncomfortably long time on me.

“It’s them,” he declared finally. “Fewer than he said, but definitely them.”

Everyone’s fingers flexed near their weapons, though the guards didn’t seem to be making any moves to attack. Instead, they pulled the doors open and nodded. “The steward’s been expecting you.”
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CHAPTER TWO

TANWEN
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Mor grabbed my hand, then Diggy’s. “Stay close,” he warned us quietly.

I noticed my father’s strides were unnaturally long as he fought to keep some distance between the guardsmen leading the way and the rest of us. They had taken his sword, but I was sure he had at least one blade concealed elsewhere. He was a walking weapon, in any case. They couldn’t very well take away his fists without some doing.

The guards bringing up the rear made me feel rather less confident than I might otherwise. However Father might be able to subdue the two guards in front of us, we couldn’t make a clean escape from behind.

In truth, escape wasn’t much on my mind at all. My thoughts whirled like violent wind strands.

Why was the steward waiting for us? How did he even know us?

The palace was nearly empty, and our footsteps echoed in a way that couldn’t feel natural if you’d ever heard the bustle of the hundreds of servants and courtiers and nobles and advisors and ambassadors and guards who usually lived there.

Or . . . used to live there.

I fought the nausea again. Was that version of the palace at Urian a thing of the past? Was Braith’s rule truly to be so short?

She could have ushered in a golden age for Tir. If only Tir had given her a chance.

Maybe this was what the palace would be now. A ghost of her former self. A shell—hollow and soulless.

I almost ran into Dylun when he stopped in front of me. Mor’s steadying hand helped me regain my balance. I glanced up in annoyance, wondering why Dylun had come to such an abrupt halt. But of course. We were at the throne room doors.

My stomach churned at the thought of some usurper—why was it always a usurper?—sitting in Braith’s throne room.

The guards paused at the doors, and one of them said, “He’s asked to see you right away, so go on in.”

“Don’t try anything,” the other warned. “You may have been important to the former queen, but you don’t have allies here. The steward is well protected.”

I imagined piecing together my story-strand halo-head that had devoured quite a few bad men in this very room when we brought Gareth to justice. Maybe I could summon that creature again if I thought about him hard enough, and he could rip this steward to pieces. Then we’d see who was well protected. They could take all our blades, but like my father’s fists, they couldn’t take my strands.

If they understood what that meant, these guards wouldn’t be smirking right now.

Mor’s fingers squeezed mine, and I glanced down at our clasped hands. My hand was lit up, white-hot, and his glove was smoking a little.

Oops.

I willed my anger to calm, my emotions to settle. You have to control it, Father always said.

A few long seconds passed, and my fingers dimmed. Mor’s glove stopped smoking, and I squeezed his hand back.

The guards pulled open the doors and stood aside. I had seen this room with a poison-green carpet when Gareth ruled as king and a sparkling silver one when Braith was queen. But now, I frowned. The carpet wasn’t really a carpet at all. And come to think of it, Braith’s and Gareth’s hadn’t truly been carpets either. They were more like ceremonial runners that matched the story strands that unfurled in tales of each ruler. So the throne room carpets were more like banners, I supposed, than actual carpet designed for walking on.

But this was . . . strange, even by those standards.

A long piece of brown grazer-hide leather stretched from the doors at the back of the room to the dais on the opposite side. It had been stitched together in several places—I wouldn’t want to meet the grazer big enough to make a strip of hide that long, thanks very much.

As I walked down it, my gaze pinned to each inch I passed, the leather pulled up a tempest of emotions, unbidden. We moved cautiously toward the dais, and the only thing I could guess was that it reminded me of home. Of my leather vest worn over my traveling dress and my satchel and—

“Don’t be shy. Come on in.”

I froze. That voice. So familiar, I’d never forget it.

But . . . here? My mind stuttered over it. Of all the things that didn’t make sense today, this was the worst. The most upside down. The most impossible.

I couldn’t bring myself to lift my eyes. I wanted to shut them tightly instead. To pretend I hadn’t heard it and to will myself just about anywhere else in the world. But my focus stuck hard to the leather, because of course I knew now why it stirred my heart and kicked up a storm of conflict in my mind.

It was the exact grazer-hide leather of a certain farmer’s floppy hat.

One awful moment passed, and finally, I looked up.

And there he was, clearly having just stood—from where he’d been seated on Braith’s throne. The shock of straw-colored hair, the one that used to catch the Pembroni sunlight as it fell across his face when he walked me home in the evenings, was slicked back, and his beard seemed to have grown in a little thicker. His nose, for once, was not sunburned, and I supposed one didn’t spend much time in the fields when one was staging a coup to remove the rightful queen.

But it was him, just the same, and the big, triumphant grin that split his face set my insides boiling.

“Ho, Tannie,” said Brac Bo-Bradwir, my very best friend in the world.

I don’t remember sprinting down the rest of the leather runner, and I don’t remember deciding to throw a punch for the first time in my life.

But I well remember the satisfying crack of my fist against his jaw, and I remember Mor’s and my father’s voices, shouting for me to stop. Probably afraid I was going to get run through by a couple of Brac’s guards.

In that moment, I couldn’t have cared less.

“How could you?” I shouted. “What have you done? How? How did you do this? Why?”

Strong hands grabbed me under the arms and pulled me away from Brac. The fool stood there like a statue, mouth dangling open. Apparently, it had not been the reception he had been expecting.

That made two of us.

“Brac, how could you!” Fury doused me from head to toe.

“Now, listen here, Tannie.” He rubbed his jaw with one hand and held his guards at bay with the other. “You don’t understand. A lot happened while you was gone.”

“I don’t understand?” My voice pitched almost as shrilly as Lady Gwan’s. “There is nothing—nothing—that could possibly make me understand this. You straw-headed, cheese-for-brains, dumber-than-rocks simpleton!” I had more where that came from.

But only one thought seared my mind.

I marched back onto the dais and stood on tiptoe to glare fire straight into his eyeballs.

“Where is Braith?”


[image: ‡]


CHAPTER THREE

BRAITH
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Braith stared at her mother. It was her, wasn’t it? Perhaps, in the flickering firelight of this dark place and still recovering from whatever drug she had been forced to inhale, Braith was mistaken about the identity of the figure before her.

But then the woman smiled, and there was no question. One does not forget her own mother’s smile.

Frenhin Ma-Gareth pulled the black hood from her head, and her long pale hair tumbled out across her shoulders. “Braith, darling. Welcome.”

Braith fought for her voice, fought to choose a question from the million tumbling through her mind. “Wh-what are you doing here? What is this place?”

The black-shrouded figure—so strange, since Braith was used to seeing the former queen in fine gowns with jewels and detailed embroidery—moved closer. “This is a little retreat of mine. I call it the Craigyl.” She held out one hand as if showing off a finely appointed room. “Do you like it? Not quite as cozy as my chambers in the palace, I grant you, but I didn’t exactly have the choice to stay, did I?” The false smile dropped. “You saw to that well enough.”

Braith shook her head, clearing cobwebs from her mind. “I don’t understand.”

“You never did.”

Braith eyed her warily. “What do you mean?”

“When I gave birth to a daughter, I had such hopes. Someone born in my image, cut from my cloth. Someone to lead alongside me. Instead, I got you.”

“But . . .” Braith stammered. “But I did lead. I sat on Father’s council. I tried to be a good leader for the empire.”

Frenhin laughed. “Oh yes. Council. As though that’s where the empire was conceived. As though that’s where the hardest battles were fought and the true victories won. Foolish girl.”

Braith spoke slowly as realization washed over her. “You were the one behind Father’s reign. You were helping him rule. . . in secret.”

Frenhin laughed again, hollow and mirthless. “The Master”—she bowed—“at your service. I did not have a right to the moniker when I chose it, many years ago. I hadn’t been a master of anything yet. Not of my life, not of my gifts. Not even of my own future. But names can be aspirational, don’t you think? I wanted to be like the marionette masters, in complete control of their stringed slaves.”

“Slaves? Is that why you encouraged Father’s land lust? So that your empire might provide slaves for you?” Braith pulled on her shackles—gently, so as not to make noise. If she could keep her mother talking, perhaps it would give her some space to think. Some time to devise a plan.

Frenhin snorted derisively. “No, silly girl. He was the slave. He, and a great many others. My marionettes needed to be powerful, and I made them so. I chose my toys carefully.”

Braith stopped her clandestine investigation of her surroundings. She stared at her mother. “Father was not powerful when you chose him. He was just a soldier.” She paused, churning over the bleak implication. “But you made him powerful by making him king. So . . . it was you who planned and executed King Caradoc’s murder?”

Frenhin crouched low, dangerously close to her captive daughter. “Of course. You honestly thought your father could mastermind such an incredible coup? Or anything, for that matter? Your father was a talented captain with a hunger for adventure and riches and no love for our dark neighbors to the south and the west. I knew he would make the perfect conqueror. The perfect tool to win an empire. But if you think for a moment he had any capacity for plots or machinations, you are even more oblivious than I realized.”

“You plotted all this when Father was a captain in the guard?” He had barely been a grown man then. Twenty, at most. Braith had always thought her father had worked his way through the ranks, meritoriously rising until he was a close advisor of Caradoc—a true member of the king’s council. But now it seemed that position had been gained through other means altogether. That it had always been part of a larger plan.

“Of course,” Frenhin said. “A masterful strategy, carried out with few hitches.” Her gaze hardened. “You were one.”

Defiance sparked in Braith’s heart. “And Yestin Bo-Arthio was certainly another.”

“Do not speak his name to me!”

The thunderous shout echoed about the chamber, and Braith winced.

But Frenhin’s next words were calm—measured. “That man simply refuses to die. No matter. They all do eventually.”

They all do eventually.

Braith’s breath caught. “It was you? You murdered Father in his cell.”

“Murder is an awfully strong word.” Frenhin looked affronted. “It was a bit ruthless of me—I grant you that. But it was a necessary step. And when you think about it, his blood is on your hands too. All had gone according to plan for so many years. When the plan became corrupted, I was forced to take corrective action. You certainly had a hand in corrupting the plan.”

Braith willed herself not to attempt to defend her actions to this madwoman.

“I have never understood where you get it from, Braith. Perhaps I ought to have educated you myself and not left you in the charge of so many tutors and advisors. I’m afraid they filled your head with things I’d rather they hadn’t.”

Braith’s control over her tongue slipped. “Like honor? A concept of duty and caring for our people? What it truly means to be a leader?”

“Ah, there we are.” Her mother smiled. “There’s a little fire from you, darling. I can almost see myself in your eyes when you unleash it.”

Braith tried to cool her temper. “I have always known I did not meet your expectations, Mother. Though to be frank, I no longer feel the need to apologize for that.” She eyed her mother’s black robes.

Frenhin sneered. “Amusing.” She rose and swept back to the other side of the room. “No matter the disappointment you’ve been, you’re here now. We may as well make the best of it, don’t you think?” She held up her hands again. “It’s been many years since I had this little hideaway made. Do you like it?”

“As lairs go, it’s lovely.”

“You will become well familiar with it before we’re through.”

“And when will that be, exactly? Why have you brought me here? Surely you know that, whatever you want, I won’t do it.”

“Oh, I believe you would do whatever I asked. But, truly Braith, I don’t want anything from you.”

“No?” Somehow this was worse.

“Not at the moment, at least. I have uses for you yet.”

Dread swallowed Braith, but she remained silent.

“For now,” Frenhin continued, “you’re here as an observer. I thought to kill you first—do away with you, once and for all.”

An icy dart pierced Braith’s heart.

“But I couldn’t bring myself to do it.” Frenhin’s voice softened a touch. “You are still my daughter, after all. You deserve to see me take it all back. Everything you lost for me, for this family, will be reclaimed.”

“You want me to watch while you destroy our kingdom?”

“Yes, dear, kingdom now, not empire, thanks to you. How long did you wait? Was it an entire moon before you gave back the land your father fought for?”

“It wasn’t his to take.”

Frenhin rolled her eyes. “Really, Braith. Are you still this naïve? This is how realms are formed. It’s been the rule of the world since the beginning of time. Who are you to overthrow it?”

“I’m a queen who believes in a better way.”

“Noble. Noble and foolish as ever.” Frenhin tilted her head and regarded Braith. “What shall I do with you?”

“I will never help you.”

“Oh, but you will, dearest. You will do whatever I ask. Trust that.”

So many questions still begged for answers. How had this happened? Was her mother born with such evil in her veins, or had some trauma shaped her into this monstrous shell of a person who discarded the lives of others as if they were nothing? But one question shoved its way to the front of Braith’s mind, propelled by Frenhin’s insistence that, if she wanted to, she could bend Braith to her will.

Braith had spent enough of her life in politics to know why her mother would make such a claim. The only way she could make such a claim.

Leverage. The only way Frenhin could be sure Braith would bend was if she had some sort of leverage. And Braith knew exactly what it was.

Braith steeled her nerves. “What have you done with Kharn?”
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CHAPTER FOUR

TANWEN
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Brac flexed his jaw and shook his head. “Sakes, Tannie. I don’t remember you hitting so hard.”

“That’s because I’ve never punched you before, Brac, but believe me, I mean to make a habit of it if you don’t start giving me some answers.” I repeated my question, anger punctuating every word. “Where is Braith?”

Brac half shrugged in that sheepish way that might have been charming under entirely different circumstances. “She’s safe.”

“I rather doubt that!” I punched at him verbally instead. “Been outside lately, steward? Seen what’s happening in Urian, that city under your care?”

He shrugged again. “She’s well away from all that.”

“You better tell me she’s tucked away upstairs somewhere. Safe in her own bed. That better be the next thing out of your mouth, or I swear to all those rotten goddesses, I will pull every yellow hair off that stupid head of yours.”

The tips of his ears tinged red. “Oh, calm down, Tannie.” Then he quieted his voice. “You’re making me look bad, you know. Could do with a little less shouting.”

I lowered my voice to match his. “Could you, now? I could do with a little less epic betrayal.”

Any hint of sheepishness or remorse disappeared from his expression. “You ain’t one to talk about betrayal, Tanwen.” His gaze shot pointedly to Mor.

My mouth fell open, and I knew I must look like a dolt standing there. “Is that . . . no. That cannot be what this is about. Please, Brac. Please tell me you did not betray all that is good and right in this world and commit an act so heinous I can barely look at you because you thought I left you for Mor.”

A crease appeared between Brac’s brows. “You did, though.”

“No.” I stared at the stranger before me. “I didn’t. I did not, do not, and have not ever wanted to marry you, Brac. That’s true enough. I never should have agreed to it, and I should have told you sooner. That I admit. But I jumped aboard the Cethorelle because I was sick. I had the curse, same as Gryfelle, and I needed to go with them if I was going to have a hope of being cured. I did not leave you for him. I left you to save my life.”

He blinked. “Oh.”

“Oh?” I gaped at him. “Oh? You staged a coup—and did stars know what to the only ruler worth trusting—because you thought I liked a different lad better, and all you have to say is oh?”

I wound up my fist to throw another punch, but Father was ready for me. He was on the dais holding me back before I could get myself in any more trouble with this imposter steward.

To Brac’s credit, he looked a little sheepish again, but there wasn’t enough remorse in the world to fix any of this.

“Now, let’s calm down,” Father was saying as he led me down the dais until Brac was well out of my striking range. “Everyone. Let’s talk this through.”

“She’s not with you,” Brac said suddenly. “The sick lass.”

“No,” I spat. “She died. She sacrificed herself for us. Thanks for noticing.”

“I’m sorry for her,” he said, and he actually looked it. “And the others? You’re down a few.” He looked at Diggy. “And you’re new.”

“How about you answer a few questions for us, lad?” Father interrupted. “Where has Braith been taken? Is she alive?”

Brac cast a glance over his shoulder toward the corner of the room. I followed his gaze, but the only thing I saw over there was a green-suited guard standing watch.

After a moment, he answered, “Aye, she’s alive. And I’m told she’s safe.”

“You’re told?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re working with someone.” And as I said it, of course I knew it was true. Brac never could have orchestrated a coup—least of all a successful one—no matter how angry he was about Mor.

And so why was he here, sitting on Braith’s throne, wearing the title of steward?

“Did you find the cure, Tannie?” Brac asked, ignoring my last statement. “Are you well now?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but yes, I’m fine, thanks. You have no idea what we’ve been through, what we’ve lost, or what we’ve been up against. The strands that we’ve—”

Mor stepped forward and grabbed my arm. “Best not, Tannie,” he said under his breath. “Don’t give him too much information.”

“Hey!” Brac shouted. “Take your hand off her, pirate!”

Mor released my arm, but he glared back at Brac like streams of fire might shoot out of his fingertips at any second.

“Braith is fine,” Brac said, firmly this time. “She’s fine, and she’s far from the dangers of the city. We have everything under control. You and your friends need to stay out of it, Tannie. Lest you cross me and I decide to throw your pirate in the dungeons.”

Father blocked me before I could charge the dais again. He shooed me toward the back of the room. “It’s wise for us to leave now.”

True as a tumbleweed, that. But I still wanted to punch something.

All of us were through the doors, past the guards, and huddled in a deserted hallway before I realized what I’d almost done. I’d been about to tell Brac about the cure strands and how we’d collected an ancient artifact. About how evil strands had chased and attacked us, sinking the Cethorelle and murdering several of our comrades. I had been about to tell him all of that, because part of me still thought of Brac as my best friend.

But he had been responsible for all this. At least in some measure. And we had no idea who had put him up to it.

Brac was the very last person in the world I could trust.
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CHAPTER FIVE

TANWEN
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A pair of blue eyes popped into my line of sight. “You’re not all right,” Diggy said matter-of-factly.

“No.” I sighed. “No, I’m not.”

“You knew that boy. Man. Boy pretending to be a man.”

I snorted. “You can say that again.”

“Boy pretending to be a man.”

A laugh bubbled up in my chest, and with it, tears spilled down my cheeks. I dashed them away. “I hate that. I hate that I cry when I’m angry. Why does that happen?”

“Because your feelings are too big for your body, so sometimes they spill out of your face.” Diggy leaned even closer toward me, as if my eyes were windows and she might peer inside. “You have a lot of feelings in there.”

“We need a plan,” Dylun said suddenly, and I blinked. It was the first time I’d heard him speak since we entered the palace. “I don’t feel at all safe carrying this around here.” He nodded down at the box holding the ancient cure.

“True enough,” Father said. “It would be prudent not to mention any details about our quest to anyone here.” He glanced down the narrow corridor in both directions. “And perhaps we might do what we can to conceal our identities. I’m not sure how we made it out of that throne room without irons on our wrists, and I have no idea how long the good graces of the . . . ah, steward will last.”

“He’s not the one behind it,” I said fiercely—partly because I didn’t want anyone to think Brac would have sunk so low as to mastermind this and partly because I was so blasted angry with him. “He couldn’t possibly have planned this. Or carried it out. And I don’t know why he would. Or why he would work to do it for anyone else. I have half a mind to march back in there and ask him—”

“No,” Father cut me off. “Tannie girl, please stay far away from Brac. We’ll piece together what happened best as we can without him. He’s too dangerous right now.”

I opened my mouth to argue—to explain to them just how sunbaked and not-dangerous Brac was. But this time, it was Warmil who cut me off. “The general doesn’t mean it’s him who’s dangerous, Tanwen. It’s whoever he’s working for.”

“Oh. Right.” I leaned back against the stone wall and closed my eyes. I needed to calm down. Anger colored my thoughts, making me reckless. If we were going to get out of this palace alive—and with the answers we sought—I needed to regain control.

As I willed the buzz of rage in my mind to quiet, a thought floated to the surface. “Braith isn’t in the palace,” I said. “They’ve taken her somewhere.”

“Aye,” Mor agreed. “Bo-Bradwir said she was far from the danger of the city.”

“Right. And if she were here, he would have told me because it would have cooled me off.” I looked at Father. “They’ve taken her and hidden her somewhere. Or else killed her.”

“Would that boy-pretending-to-be-a-man lie to you?” Diggy asked. “I thought he was your friend.”

“It’s complicated.” The bitterness in my own voice almost made me cringe. “I don’t think he would lie to me, no. But he would believe whatever they told him. Whoever he’s working for may have told him Braith is alive when she’s not.”

Father set his jaw. “We need to search the palace for survivors and allies.” He nodded to Zel. “We need to check on our loved ones. And we need to see what information we can gather. We may have to leave sooner than later.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and rubbed my shoulders. “This place feels cold.”

“Empty,” Father said. “We might be able to escape notice better if we split up, but I don’t want to risk it. Bo-Awirth? You agree?”

“Aye,” Warmil said. “We stay together. Where should we start?”

“Nursery,” Zel responded immediately. It was the last place he had left his wife and son—that wing of the infirmary where new mothers and babies stayed for moons so the palace nursemaids might be on hand at all times.

I thought of Ma-Bradwir back in Pembrone, of how she cooked supper over the fire with an infant on one hip
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