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            Prologue

         
         Colm Alastaire clutched a stitch in his side, his lungs burning from hours of sucking in the cold mountain air. His beard
            was thick with hoarfrost where his breath had frozen on it, turning the normally reddish hairs icy white. He was almost to
            the crest of the Palisades, having started up the towering escarpment just before sunset. Now it was the deep part of the
            night, the almost-full moon hanging low in a winter-clear sky. It lit the massive freshwater lake at the foot of the cliffs
            with stark silver, the islands black against the glow. Despite the alien beauty of his home country down below, he didn’t
            pause to admire the view. He had a mission to accomplish, and if he wasn’t safely back at Blackshell by midmorning, Mona would
            have questions he couldn’t answer without lying.
         

         
         He was going to be doing enough lying as it was.

         
         He adjusted his cloak and continued on warily, aware that his wheezing breath and the crunching of his boots on the snow would
            give him away to any sharp-eared Silvern rangers. He didn’t want to run afoul of a Woodwalker’s scouting party, as that would
            mean getting dragged even farther up the mountainside to the Silverwood palace, and there was no way he could keep his trip
            a secret if the Royal Guard had him in custody. No, he had to make his rendezvous, or everything would be ruined. Despite
            the fatigue in his legs and the numbness in his toes, he picked up his pace, making for the dark line of leafless trees, still
            as statues in the windless night.
         

         
         “I could shoot you in a thunderstorm with my eyes closed.”

         
         He skidded to a halt on the icy rock, his heart rate spiking. She was standing so still at the edge of the trees that his
            gaze had passed over her as part of the landscape. But there she was, her feet spread on the snow, the moonlight glinting
            off the silver pin on her lapel. Despite her cloak covering the rest of her uniform, that pin and the double band of fringe
            on her boots communicated her office—a Woodwalker, a steward and protector of the Silverwood Mountains, charged with keeping
            interlopers like him from harming the forest and its residents. Another glimmer of silver across her brow betrayed her other
            title, one she took to with significantly less fervor: Queen of the Silverwood.
         

         
         “Honestly,” she said. “Do you have to try to make that much noise?”
         

         
         His alarm ebbed into relief, and he bent double with his hands on his knees, his chest heaving.

         
         Despite her chastisement, she unwrapped her cloak from her shoulders and produced two flasks—one with lukewarm water meant
            to refresh him after the long, painful struggle up the Palisades in the dead of night, the other with corn whiskey to chase
            away the chill.
         

         
         He took a grateful draw at both canteens, spluttering against the whiskey. “Where are all your scouts?”

         
         “I sent the party that patrols the ridge down to Hellbender Bottoms to break up ice dams,” she said. “Not their typical assignment,
            but they’re smart enough not to ask questions. There’s nobody on the Palisades tonight except us.”
         

         
         “Did anyone see you?” he asked.

         
         “Did anyone see you,” she muttered. “Did anyone see you, you who snuck a rowdy bunch of cutfoot divers through the middle of a populated mountain range.”

         
         “I’m serious, Mae. I don’t want word getting back to the lake.”

         
         “We’ll pretend we’re having an affair,” she replied.

         
         “That’s not funny.”

         
         “Oh, sure it is. Think of the look on Mona’s face.”

         
         “Think of the look on Valien’s,” he admonished. “What would he say?”

         
         “I’d say get on with it, or take it somewhere else,” mumbled a groggy voice from under the trees, making Colm jump again.
            “Leastwise, let a man get as decent a sleep as he can in below-freezing temperatures.”
         

         
         “Val never did like sleeping outdoors,” Mae admitted as the king shifted in the darkness behind her, trying to bundle his
            bedroll around his exposed ears. “It always made him testy.” She raised her voice slightly. “That’s what comes from having
            a scented pillow under one’s pretty face since infancy.”
         

         
         “He came with you?” While her voice rose, Colm’s dropped to an urgent whisper, his breath clouding before his face. “Why?”

         
         Mae looked back at him. “I know you have reason to believe otherwise, Colm, but I don’t actually enjoy lying to people—least
            of all my husband. Besides, we hadn’t camped together in over a year—we missed the good old days.”
         

         
         There was something that sounded like a soldier’s curse from under the blankets.

         
         Colm shook himself. He couldn’t worry about Valien—the king had far more loyalty to his wife than to the queen of Lumen Lake,
            and if Mae requested a secret be kept, Valien would take death over giving it away. Dismissing his unease, Colm reached into
            his quilted tunic and pulled out a thick packet of parchment, weatherproofed with beeswax.
         

         
         Mae’s gaze fell on it—and now she was the one who hesitated before ultimately taking it. She looked warily at the inscription
            on the front and cleared her throat.
         

         
         “Colm . . . are you sure about this?”

         
         “Yes. Positive. You know what it could mean.”

         
         “I don’t like getting wrapped up with Alcoro.” She looked up at him, the moonlight two pinpricks in her sharp brown eyes.
            “And certainly not behind your sister’s back.”
         

         
         “Mona wouldn’t understand,” he said, ignoring the massive twinge of guilt in his gut. “I’ll tell her—eventually. But not yet.
            Trust me.”
         

         
         “I guess I’ll have to.” She tucked the parchment into her own tunic. “I’ll send it with a rider as soon as we get back to
            the palace.”
         

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         “But you know that it could be weeks—maybe months before it gets there?” she added. “We’re not even sure where she is. We’re
            not even sure if she’s . . .”
         

         
         Still alive, Colm finished for her in his head even as he fought against the tightness in his chest.
         

         
         “I know,” he said. It had been eating away at him since his sister and Mae had returned from their disastrous trip to Cyprien.
            “But it can’t be helped.” He nodded out at the lake, as if offering it as proof of his—probably ruinous—convictions, and he
            drew in a breath. “Queen Gemma needs to know about the cave.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Treason.

         
         The story of my life.

         
         At least, most of my life.

         
         Early on, it was a blissfully unknown concept, a blank space in my childhood. But then, one day, it morphed into a looming,
            shadowed specter and abruptly devoured everything I’d taken for truth.
         

         
         It had hung around, that word—treason—for years, slowly decaying, but occasionally popping up at important crossroads, dragged out of the closet like an unwanted
            gift I couldn’t get rid of. Something to be pored over, poked, prodded. The same questions, asked again and again. I was relieved,
            then, when the whispers of treason went largely silent in the past few years.
         

         
         Until five weeks ago, when I betrayed the Seventh King and the country of Alcoro to our enemies.

         
         I knew it had been five weeks because my cycle had come and gone again, and because of the tick marks I was keeping on a sheet
            of parchment tacked over the cramped writing desk in the equally cramped study of this cramped place the guards all called
            the Retreat but was really just an elaborate prison.
         

         
         The Retreat had been built six generations previously to house a prince who had killed a rival over an academic spat. Since
            then it had become a place to put members of the royal family who had strayed outside the lines of propriety—a senile queen
            with a penchant for removing her clothes in public, a sickly princess who suffered from narcolepsy, a king who liked to release
            his anxiety by setting fire to his belongings.
         

         
         And now me.

         
         It was three miles outside the city, at the end of a lonely track on the canyon rim. It was a single story, made of whitewashed
            adobe with pudgy corners and consisting of a kitchen and dining area, a little study, a washroom, and a bedroom. There was
            a courtyard that was almost twice as big as the footprint of the house, and it would have been comparatively pleasant if not
            for the twelve-foot high wall that encircled the perimeter, blocking any view of the canyon or surrounding sagebrush flats.
            A straggly cottonwood tree grew in the middle of the yard, along with some sage and a single prickly pear. I’d heard the narcoleptic
            princess had planted beds of wildflowers during her tenure here, but I couldn’t say for certain myself, as everything was
            cloaked in snow.
         

         
         I shivered at the diamond-paned window in the study, my face reflected in the rippled glass. Of the five weeks since the disaster
            in Dismal Green, I’d spent three of them here. The first week I had spent in a cell in Bellemere while my folk put all their
            effort into tracing Queen Mona, Queen Ellamae, and Rou Roubideaux, hoping to recapture them before they could leave the country.
            The second week I’d spent locked in a carriage as it bumped along the Alosia River and over the Stellarange Mountains. From
            there it was down into the capital city of Callais, where we bypassed the dungeons deep in the bowels of the palace and headed
            directly here, which told me they either hadn’t made up their minds about hanging me or couldn’t spare the time.
         

         
         I’d had only one visitor since arriving here—a clerk, who came to take a written statement on everything that had happened
            since we’d left the dock in Port Juaro in October to sail to Lilou. She was vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t recall her name,
            which surprised me—I thought I knew most of the clerks at Stairs-to-the-Stars. But I suppose I’d never interacted with the
            one in charge of prisoners. She’d seemed to be freezing the whole time she was here. She’d hunched over her clipboard behind
            thick spectacles, with the sleeve of her nondominant hand pulled over her fingers and her hair engulfed in a woolen cap. I’d
            offered to stoke the fire in the little cast-iron stove, but she just shook her head and continued scratching at her parchment.
            I spent what seemed to be a relatively short time dictating considering all that had happened—the meeting with Queen Mona
            and Queen Ellamae in Lilou, the attack on the ship, the abduction by the Roubideaux brothers into the swamp, the string of
            rooms I was locked inside, the confrontation on the banks of Dismal Green. The clerk made only nominal notes at each point
            of interest before nodding and declaring she needed to inspect the villa to make a security report. One of the guards accompanied
            her as she tottered around the periphery of the wall, poking at places where the adobe was crumbling and inspecting the cottonwood
            tree to be sure none of the branches could provide an escape over the wall. She drilled the guard on their schedules and watch
            posts. She spent a great deal of time studying a little tile fountain at the back of the yard, dry and buried in snow, which
            might have held lilies or reeds on some distant sunny day. Satisfied, it seemed, she made a few more notes and left without
            a word or glance in my direction.
         

         
         That was ten days ago. The only other human presence in this forsaken place were my guards and the cook who came in every
            other day to prepare stew and cornbread. The leftovers I was merely to place outside, covered, to be reheated and eaten the
            next day.
         

         
         It would be no secret to say my spirits were lower than they had been in a very long time. Even with the disastrous events
            that had occurred in the past year, at least I had had a job to do, a tacit understanding of my role and responsibilities.
         

         
         And at least I wasn’t utterly alone.

         
         I spent the time writing, documenting the details the prison clerk had glossed over in her report. How Lyle Roubideaux had
            shown me his notes on incendiary technology that made our chemists and engineers look like children tinkering with sticks
            and string. How his brother, Rou, had been unfailingly kind to me, almost enough to make me forget I was his country’s prisoner
            and political leverage. How Queen Mona had sewn impeccably stitched collars onto my shifts to hide my neck. How Celeno had
            stared at me, stunned, after I’d thrown the flash grenade that let her and Rou escape down the river.
         

         
         I left out my wondering if he was ever going to bother looking at me again.

         
         When I finished that, I turned to journaling my daily events, but most of that consisted of washed, ate, journaled. I tried to read, but there were only a few books in the villa, all religious texts, full of theorizing and postulating on
            the Prophecy of the Prism, which itself was stitched into a thick tapestry that was nailed into the wall of the bedroom.
         

         
         
            We are creatures oF The Light,

            and we know it iS perfect.

            the seventh king OF THE CANYONS Will rise to bring

            the wealth and prosperity of a thousand years.

            Peace shall come from Wealth.

            I am a prism, made to scatter light.

         

         Beneath the archaic cyphers were the two pictorial images, one of a human figure, which most assumed was the Prism himself,
            and one of a six-pointed star, which had been adopted as our national symbol. My fingers itched whenever I looked at this
            tapestry—whoever had sewn it had made the star slightly lopsided, and if I’d had a needle and thread, I’d have ripped out
            the stitches to get it right despite my underdeveloped needlework skills. As it was, I tried in large part to simply ignore
            the tapestry, a reminder that at present, I was still in the ongoing process of failing my hopes and plans in every possible
            way.
         

         
         I longed for my inks and sketchbooks. My mind was trapped without them, stuck in a place even journaling couldn’t shake. I
            tried sketching with the quill and found it maddening, the ink never lasting long enough to get a good stroke. I attempted
            to fashion a brush out of frayed strings from the tapestry in my bedroom, but it was crude and left sloppy lines. So I settled
            on charcoal, conserving my few precious nibs for sketching only. The results were smudgy and flat, but it was infinitely better
            than nothing.
         

         
         But none of these meager activities were enough to fully distract myself from my predicament, and more often than not, I sat
            idle in the little study, staring blankly out the window at the frozen courtyard. Time was slipping away, bit by bit, filling
            me with the same anxious dread I’d carried with me in Cyprien. That country was rebelling, fighting back, but Alcoro’s military
            presence was more organized and better armed than theirs. If my folk managed to regain their hold, any number of consequences
            could follow, each one with a potentially higher death toll than the first. My thoughts often landed on the shocking bit of
            news Queen Mona and Rou had given me in the bayou—that the sudden Cypri uprising was in large part thanks to an impending
            military draft designed to muster a force to march against Paroa. Control the ports, control the trade. Control the coast,
            control the arteries of wealth to and from the Eastern World.
         

         
         The thought made my stomach go sour. I’d fought that draft—I’d stalled and harangued and petitioned our council to abandon
            the idea. But Celeno had been ill all that time, fragmenting my focus and adding a layer of tension to the council’s proceedings.
            It didn’t help that there seemed to be constant whispers, nudges toward approving the draft. I knew where they must be coming
            from, but the Prelate never made her arguments in the open, instead weaving them skillfully into prayer and Devotion and readings
            from the Book of the Prophecy, adding to the building conviction that this truly was a stepping-stone in Alcoro’s divinely
            guided path.
         

         
         Still, I’d managed to convince Celeno to call instead for an attempt at diplomacy in Lilou. At least, I thought I had. It
            was only after talks with Mona and Ellamae had literally gone up in flames that I realized he had given his approval for the
            Cypri draft without my knowing.
         

         
         And now, every day that passed seemed to add to some phantasmal death count—if Alcoro regained control of Cyprien, it would
            only fuse the need to spread our control up the coast, spilling blood and wasting lives in all three countries. And if Alcoro
            didn’t regain control of Cyprien, who knew what measures the council and the Prelate would deem appropriate. We would be cut off
            from the main trade routes, facing our own dwindling resources and the looming threat of an unfulfilled Prophecy—it made for
            dire possibilities. A ruinous last-ditch military effort at the least, with a distinct probability of civil war.
         

         
         The thought constantly made my head spin, leaving me dizzy and dismayed at my dwindling options.

         
         Yes, I was very, very short on time.

         
         I was in just such a state on my tenth day, gnawing my lip and watching the clouds gather in what promised to be a full-fledged
            snowstorm. I was wondering whether I might find some success in penning a letter somehow disguised as an academic query to
            my old biology tutor—all my other requests to send letters had been ignored by the guards—when I heard the rattle of keys
            and the creak of the wrought-iron gate out front. I looked back over my shoulder as the door to the villa opened.
         

         
         Who would be coming in now?

         
         One of the guards from the perimeter wall appeared in the doorway.

         
         “You have a visitor,” he said. He stepped aside, and like a ghost from the shadows, the Prelate stood on the threshold.

         
         Shaula Otzacamos possessed the innate ability to make me feel like I’d misspoken even before I opened my mouth. Her steely
            gray hair was pulled back in a tight bun under her star band, a plain one set with three flat glass beads, unlike the overlarge
            faceted one I still wore despite my imprisonment. Her fur-lined cloak was black, with none of the heavy embroidery that was
            popular in court. In fact, the only embellishment besides her star band was a large, polished prism that hung on her chest.
         

         
         None of that mattered, though. She could have been wearing a burlap sack, and she still would have radiated authority.

         
         She flicked her hand at the guard. “Leave us.”

         
         It was a mark of her influence that he gave a short bow and disappeared. When the clerk was here, even with her royal seal
            and badge, a small cadre of guards had shadowed her the whole time. Once he was gone, Shaula flicked her eyes over me, my
            gray skirt and bolero, my only slightly darker gray sash. Her gaze fell on the writing desk, and her lips tightened at the
            littering of charcoal sketches. She looked back to me.
         

         
         “So,” she said.

         
         So, indeed.

         
         “The guards tell me you sit and draw all day,” she said.

         
         It beat simply sitting.

         
         She looked at the nearest sketch—the tile fountain out in the courtyard. It had an interesting spiderweb of cracks radiating
            out from where the grotto behind it was pulling out of the adobe—probably why the clerk had inspected it so closely for structural
            weakness.
         

         
         “You always did take after your mother,” Shaula said.

         
         When my old tutor, Ancha, said the same thing, she said it with warmth, almost reverence. “You have your mother’s skill, and
            all her guts, too,” she’d say, poring over an illustration of burnished-gold hornets that I’d run the risk of catching in
            my aerial net.
         

         
         “I got stung,” I’d told her.

         
         “Obviously,” she’d replied.

         
         Shaula did not examine my work with the same admiration. “I should never have allowed this to continue.”

         
         That was a bit surprising. Sketching broken fountains was hardly heretical.

         
         She shifted the fountain sketch to a page of cicadas I’d detailed from memory—I’d illustrated enough of them for my thesis
            to be able to replicate them without a reference. “You’ve clearly had a closer connection to your mother than you let on in
            any of your audits.”
         

         
         That, on the other hand . . .

         
         Treason, treason, treason.

         
         I found my voice, usually so scarce in her presence. “I have no loyalty to my mother,” I said, falling back on my most basic
            line of defense, repeated with every accusation. “I haven’t had contact with her since I left home to come study in Callais.”
         

         
         Shaula shook her head. “Whether or not you’ve exchanged letters with Rana has never mattered less. Your own actions have betrayed
            you, not hers.” She set down my sketches and looked me squarely in the eye. The little study had never felt so small. “What
            do you have to say—what could you possibly have to say for yourself—regarding the events in Cyprien?”
         

         
         I bit the inside of my cheek. The scene played out again—Lyle Roubideaux, dying on the riverbank. His brother, Rou, stricken.
            Queen Ellamae, unconscious. Queen Mona, enraged. Celeno, holding the crossbow.
         

         
         The flash grenade in Lyle’s pocket, and the way it lit the night like the surface of the sun when I flung it to the ground.

         
         “There have been four independent testimonies,” Shaula continued when my silence persisted. “Three from the guards, and one
            from the king himself. None of them provide a single shred of evidence to suggest you might have acted accidentally, or out
            of confusion. You intentionally released an incendiary grenade meant to blind your own folk and allow our enemy queens and
            the Cypri rebel to escape. We have failed to recapture them.”
         

         
         I wasn’t surprised. I had a feeling the queens and Rou had managed to escape up the waterways before my folk ever made it
            down to Lilou. Even if they hadn’t moved so quickly, Queen Mona could easily get past a blockade. That I knew for a fact.
            No wonder I hadn’t been tried and hanged yet, if my folk had been spending all their time hunting for them.
         

         
         “Do you have any inkling how significant your actions were?” the Prelate pressed. “Do you have any idea what it means not
            just to have lost such valuable captives, but to spur them to unite against us?”
         

         
         “I know more would have been lost by bringing them here,” I said.

         
         “Lies and treason, Gemma.” Treason, treason, treason. “With the queens of Lumen Lake and the Silverwood as leverage, we could have peacefully negotiated a treaty that would have
            ushered in the fulfillment of the Prophecy.”
         

         
         By subjugating the rest of the East, I left unsaid.
         

         
         “Instead,” she continued, “we’re facing an uprising in Cyprien. The king barely made it back across our border. Many of our
            folk are still in the country, unaccounted for. Paroa knows our intentions to take the coast. Queen Mona is forming an alliance
            unlike any the East has seen in centuries—against Alcoro. War could have been avoided. Lives could have been saved. Look at me!” Shaula yelled, and I looked up, startled. “Do you realize what you’ve done?”

         
         Silence flooded in. I sat frozen in the hardback chair, shivering from the penetrating cold and mute under her rage. She stared
            at me with steely, glittering eyes, and I was reminded, once again, just how little she looked like my mother.
         

         
         She drew herself up, her nostrils flaring slightly. “They’ve set your trial for next week.”

         
         I forced my tongue to work. “Is Celeno back in Callais?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Will he come see me?”

         
         Her face gave a brief spasm of anger. “Will he come see you, Gemma? The king does not want to see you. The king has no reason
            to see you. Perhaps the only good thing that has come of this is that he finally has stopped believing you’re his personal
            savior, ready to swoop in and save him.” She shook her head. “I anticipated many ends, Gemma, but not this one. I thought
            you and he would be unstoppable.”
         

         
         I made myself brush aside the shame she was trying to bury in me—at least I had experience with that. “I need to talk to him—there’s
            something I need to tell him.”
         

         
         “And I’m sure you’ll be able to say it at the trial.”

         
         “Then may I speak to the council?” I asked. “At least Izar?” Izar was lead councilor, and consistently my closest political
            ally. He would be the most likely to listen to my case and fight for my plans, so carefully laid and so close to destruction
            now.
         

         
         “Councilor Izar is ill,” Shaula said. “He’s been confined by a debilitating stomach virus. We’re not even sure he will be
            able to attend your trial.”
         

         
         My panic flared. “That would leave only six on the council.” Three of whom were fervent devotees to the Prophecy, and one
            who often swung their way with enough persuading. Izar had been my one hope—if not for a lenient sentence for myself, then
            at least for one last attempt at a diplomatic alternative to full-fledged war.
         

         
         “I have the authority to break a tie in trial, should there be one,” Shaula said.

         
         I managed to bring my whirling mind to a coherent thought and looked up at her. “Celeno still has to approve the sentence
            they decide.”
         

         
         “I expect to have his signature in hand by the end of the week,” she agreed.

         
         I stared at her. “Before the trial?”

         
         “He was a witness, Gemma—not just that, but a victim of your actions as well. He needs to hear no evidence or argument. He’s
            made his decision.”
         

         
         Her tone made her implications clear. My fingers clenched.

         
         “Let me speak to him,” I said. “Before the trial.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Please.”

         
         She gazed at me silently for a moment, her lips pressed together in a thin line. “Once again, you assume that my loyalty is
            to you, Gemma. That was your very first mistake. My loyalty is to the Prophecy, as yours was supposed to be. You have always
            seemed to believe you could shape the world to meet your needs. It should come as no surprise that you’re reaping the consequences
            of your selfish beliefs now.”
         

         
         I cut my gaze away, my face hot, my throat constricting in a familiar way. I blinked several times.

         
         Shaula recognized the warning signs, too. She lifted her chin. “You have no right to cry.”

         
         That I had never been able to help when I cried had never made any difference to her. It was an instant, involuntary reaction
            to stress of all kinds, from everything as small as a botched illustration to as large as the ruination of my country and
            my life along with it. I ran my knuckles under my eyes.
         

         
         “If I cannot speak to Celeno, and I cannot speak to my council, may I at least send a letter?” I asked.

         
         She turned, arranging her furred cloak around her with an air of finality. “Of course not.”

         
         “Has there been any mail for me?”

         
         Her face flickered with a look of disgust at my persistent and naive questioning. “Enough. You still cannot seem to grasp
            that you’re facing trial for treason. If you had any sense, you would dispel with the notion that you have any autonomy left
            to you, and you’d spend your next few days in sincere penitence. For my part, I am done with you, Gemma. Your mother’s heresy
            was a blight to our family, and your betrayal is no different. I consider you no more my niece than I would any other common
            traitor.”
         

         
         She left the tiny room with a sweep of her cloak. As she made her way back to the guarded door, she said over her shoulder,
            “A clerk will be in tomorrow to take your statement.”
         

         
         I looked up from my hands as the door swung closed.

         
         That made no sense.

         
         A clerk had already taken my statement.

         
          

         I woke to find myself falling out of bed.

         
         I thrashed, as one does, expecting the hard collision with the floor at any moment. But it didn’t come. It took me a few groggy
            seconds to realize that I had stopped halfway, supported from behind by something that felt alarmingly like a human body.
         

         
         “What?” I croaked.

         
         “Quiet,” whispered a hoarse voice, barely audible over the whistling wind outside—the snowstorm must have gotten worse. The
            person behind me hefted me to my feet, flung a cloak around my shoulders, and then clamped a hand over my forearm. Struggling
            through my muddled thoughts—was I dreaming?—I lurched forward as I was hauled toward the bedroom door.
         

         
         The hallway was freezing, which I quickly realized was because the door to the courtyard had been left open. A snowflake blew
            into my eye.
         

         
         I snatched at sense and dug my heels into the tile floor.

         
         “Wait,” I said. I gripped the person’s hand on my forearm. “Stop—let me go!”

         
         “Quiet,” the voice said again. Though muffled, it sounded like a woman. Her head was covered with a dark hood and scarf.

         
         I pulled against her hold. “Let me go!”
         

         
         She hissed at me. “Do you want out of this place or not?”

         
         “I—”

         
         “Then do as I say. Stop fighting. We’re going straight across the courtyard.” She jerked me out into the swirling snow. The
            wind sluiced over the wall to the compound, rattling the naked cottonwood tree. I stumbled in her grip, my feet sliding on
            the frozen gravel.
         

         
         “Did you put shoes on me?” I gasped.

         
         “You always were a sound sleeper.”

         
         We flew across the little space toward the cottonwood. She pushed me against the trunk, my back flat against the bark. I sucked
            in a breath of frozen air, still trying to sort out what was happening. Should I scream?
         

         
         She released my arm and took up a wide-legged stance. She cocked her hand back behind her head, and with a powerful lunge,
            flung something toward the wall of the compound. The moment it left her fingers, she dove to where I was standing, flattening
            herself against me and slapping her palms over my ears.
         

         
         The world went yellow-white. A grinding blast shook the air, followed by a wave of rolling heat. I yelped, the sound lost
            to the crash of a cottonwood branch as it plummeted to the ground just a few feet away.
         

         
         The woman pulled back and returned her grip to my forearm. Dazed, I followed her out of the lee of the tree to see a smoking
            hole in the compound wall, right where the cracked tile fountain had been.
         

         
         People were shouting somewhere behind us, but we were already at the pile of rubble. I slipped on the loose chunks of adobe
            and pushed her hand off my arm, preferring to climb out under my own power.
         

         
         I followed the hem of her black cloak, stumbling over snowy sagebrush. I knew the canyon must open up somewhere to our right,
            but it was invisible in the swirling storm. I hoped my liberator—kidnapper?—knew where she was setting her feet, or else our
            last memories would involve soaring downward to the River of Callais.
         

         
         We didn’t run for long. A tumble of rocks loomed up in the gloom, where a mule was tethered to a twisted old juniper, its
            ears flat against its skull at the commotion.
         

         
         “Up,” the woman said.

         
         I set my toe in the stirrup and slung my leg over the mule’s back. The woman loosened the mule’s tether and vaulted up behind
            me. With a sharp kick, she urged the animal into a canter across the open flats.
         

         
         I crouched low over the coarse mane, snowflakes stinging my eyes. The wind roared off the canyon rim, whipping my cloak and
            slicing through my nightclothes. It was impossible to make out anything beyond the buckled drifts of snow as they raced by,
            and I knew the mule couldn’t see much better than I could. My stomach flipped as the mule stumbled over a ditch, finding its
            footing on the far side.
         

         
         “Of all the nights!” I shouted, my fingers clenched in the mule’s mane.

         
         “. . . this is the one they won’t be able to track us!” she finished for me.

         
         I gritted my teeth—I supposed I couldn’t disagree with that.

         
         We circled away from the compound, heading toward the distant main road, though there must have been a mile of open sage flats
            between us and it.
         

         
         “Are we going to the coast?” I called.

         
         “Let’s hope they think so,” she answered.

         
         After thirty minutes of tense riding, we reached a gradual dip in the land. A shallow, rocky creek wound along its base, and
            the woman directed the mule into its course. We picked our way upstream, frigid droplets splashing my calves. My toes were
            just going numb when the woman nudged the mule back up the bank. I wanted to ask what the purpose of that uncomfortable activity
            was, but I could hazard a guess—if the snow didn’t succeed in covering our tracks, our pursuers would have to guess which
            way we had turned, and they would likely pick the direction of the main road. Instead, we climbed back out of the river’s
            hollow on the same side we had started, and with a nudge to the mule, we took off back toward the distant canyon.
         

         
         The night was later than I thought. By the time we were nearing the rim again, the sky in the east had started to lighten
            to a dull, sunless gray. The snowfall didn’t abate—a blessing and a curse. As we neared the canyon, the woman dismounted and
            led the mule among the rocks to prevent us from cantering right out over the rim. She stopped several times, occasionally
            scrambling up a boulder to peer into the distance. I shivered on the mule’s back, wrapped in my now soaked cloak. Finally,
            the woman seemed to find what she was looking for, and she took up the reins of the mule to lead it to the very edge of the
            canyon rim. A broken, narrow track led down, hugging the wall.
         

         
         “Right,” she said. “Off. If Checkerspot slips over the edge, there’s no sense in losing you both.”

         
         Numbly, I slid from the mule’s back. My boots were frozen and heavy as iron.

         
         The woman gestured down the little track. “You go first.”

         
         “No,” I said.

         
         She stood before me, her hood still up, her mouth covered by the black scarf. A patch of frost had rimed over the fabric from
            her breath. The faint dawn light revealed very little of the rest of her, washing out the colors of her skin and eyes and
            wisps of hair blown loose from her hood.
         

         
         “I’m not going any farther,” I said, “until you tell me who you are.”

         
         Not because I didn’t already know.

         
         Because I wanted to make her show me.

         
         She sighed. “Honestly, Gemma?” She pulled the hood away from her face and loosened the scarf from her mouth.

         
         I stared into the face of the prison clerk.

         
         Or, more accurately, my mother.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Gone were the thick spectacles and woolen hat, revealing a dark gray braid shot through with silver. Her sepia skin was darkened
            and spotted by work in the sun, and a simple glass star band—not unlike her sister’s—perched on her head, in need of polishing.
            I couldn’t see the canyon-wall brown of her eyes, but I could see their angular catlike sweep—I’d gotten their shape, but
            not their color, apparently favoring my father’s dark blue instead.
         

         
         She let me search her face, and I wondered what differences she was noticing in my own.

         
         “I thought I might have to fake a scar, or a birthmark, to keep you from recognizing me that first day,” she said drily. “Turns
            out I shouldn’t have worried.”
         

         
         “I haven’t seen you in sixteen years,” I said, more defensively than I meant to sound.

         
         “I suppose not.” She gestured down the little track. “Shall we continue?”

         
         “Where?” I asked.

         
         “My house, of course.”

         
         She must have seen the struggle on my face, because she said, “Our twirly house is long gone, Gemma.”

         
         “No.”

         
         The word broke from me and hung there, childish and plaintive. She lifted an eyebrow, and there—there—was the echo of Shaula in her face. I cleared my throat. “I mean, no, I’m not going down the track. Why don’t you give me
            the mule, and I’ll ride to the coast?”
         

         
         “Because we want them to think you’re going to the coast. There’s a highly reliable source in Teso’s Ford who’s about to see you ride past on the main road,
            and first thing tomorrow, your name will appear on a register at an inn in Port Juaro.”
         

         
         “Not very bright, am I?” I asked.

         
         “My hope is that it buys us a few days,” she said.

         
         “Days for what?”

         
         She waved again at the track. “Come on, Gemma. I’m too old to be out running all over creation in the snow.”

         
         “What about blowing up walls and breaking out prisoners of the crown?”

         
         She gave me a push. “Hot fire. Hot coffee. I’ll tell you everything then.”

         
         Reluctantly, I took the first few steps down the path, keeping one hand on the wall to my right. The snow continued to fall,
            and footing was slippery. More than once I sent a shower of rocks tumbling down the sheer slope below, and soon my nerves
            were as raw as my windburned cheeks. The mule snorted and champed its bit as it picked its way behind us. We scattered a herd
            of bighorn sheep, the lambs bleating as they scrambled nimbly after their mothers.
         

         
         The wind died down the lower we headed into the canyon, and the air warmed slightly. I had never envied folk living down the
            cliff walls during the summertime, missing out on the fresh breezes up on the rim, but during the winter, it was far more
            protected and pleasant. Still, I was only dressed in my nightgown and traveling cloak, and soon my feet and hands were chapped
            and numb.
         

         
         “How much farther?” I asked over my shoulder.

         
         “Just over this rise,” she said automatically.

         
         I stopped and turned around, my fists on my hips.

         
         “What?” she asked.

         
         “That’s exactly what you used to say when we were coming back from in the field,” I said.

         
         “So it is,” she said.

         
         Blowing out a breath of frustration that hid the twinge of nostalgia in the pit of my stomach, I turned back around and stormed
            on ahead.
         

         
         It wasn’t over the next rise, of course. It never was. It was a full hour before the little track joined a bigger one, still
            hugging tight to the canyon wall but wide enough that two mules could walk abreast.
         

         
         “Up,” my mother said, pointing to the switchback that led back toward the top of the canyon.

         
         I was surprised to find that we were back in the settlement below Stairs-to-the-Stars, though the palace was well out of sight
            high up on the rim. Folk throughout the canyon built their homes in the natural overhangs that cut into the walls, splitting
            Callais into neighborhoods known as hobs. Some of these hobs were sprawling, complete with gentle grassy areas and stands of trees; others were squeezed into crevices
            so tight the houses looked more like swallow colonies all stacked on top of each other. At this hour and in these conditions,
            only the earliest risers were up, yawning as they slogged through the snow to teetering communal woodpiles. While they didn’t
            seem interested in us, I pulled my hood farther over my head all the same, covering my ornate star band.
         

         
         The snow was just beginning to ease up when my mother called tiredly, “Whiptail Hob.”

         
         I looked up at the side road switchbacking up the canyon wall. Gathering my last shreds of energy, I started up the climb,
            my thighs burning. We passed through a stand of junipers clinging stubbornly to the rocks and a little stony creek that chattered
            down the cliffside. Finally, puffing and panting, we reached the shelter of the overhang. Whiptail was one of the smaller
            hobs, but not as densely packed as some, home to perhaps three dozen individual houses. There was a common space in the middle,
            home to a little copse of aspen trees, their black-and-white mottled trunks stark against the snow. A few goats wandered the
            common, nibbling frozen twigs.
         

         
         My mother’s house was at the very edge, where the angle of the rock floor became too sharp to build any farther. While it
            meant her roof tapered almost entirely to the ground at the far side of the house, it also gave her the rest of the sloped
            shelf all to herself. Four squat beehives sat past her door, flanked with straw for winter insulation. She wasn’t the first
            inhabitant; faint petroglyphs scratched into the stone ceiling told of the families who had lived in this house for generations—images
            depicting occupations, hardship, joyful events, and many, many women having babies.
         

         
         My mother led Checkerspot into a hay-filled awning. A fluffed-up sage grouse fussed at her from its roost in the loft. My
            mother responded by poking underneath it and coming up with a single speckled egg.
         

         
         “Breakfast,” she said, beckoning me to the little door in her lopsided house.

         
         I ducked through the opening, knocking a braid of wild onions hanging next to the lintel. One dropped to the floor, and my
            mother scooped it up and set it on the scrubbed wooden table with the egg. She unhooked her cloak and tossed it over the back
            of a chair. I could see why she had kept her long sleeve over her left hand in her disguise as the clerk—her prison tattoo
            peeked out from the hem, the ink muddy. M for Mesa, followed by a line of little crosses to mark the years of her sentence.
         

         
         “Smaller than our twirly house, of course,” she said, filling a tin pot with water from the dipping barrel. “And no willow
            brush creek, but the view’s not bad—oh, great Light, are you crying?”
         

         
         My palms jumped to my face, my breath slipping between my fingers. Moon and stars, just that smell—that musty scent of preservative from the insect vials, the hint of dried sage bundled in the rafters, a touch of beeswax,
            all underlined by the smell of adobe and woodsmoke . . . the tears had sprung almost instantaneously. They’d blurred my first
            glimpse of the room, but as they fell I took it all in—the narrow shelves scooped out of the adobe walls, holding crates of
            collection vials, wooden specimen cases, and spreading boards. Sketchbooks were stuffed in every gap; a few loose illustrations
            were tacked to the walls, ruffling quietly in the breeze from the open door. My breath cracked again, my tears slipping between
            my palms and my cheeks. I heard the tap of the pot being set down on the table.
         

         
         You have no right to cry, Shaula had said.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” I said thickly.

         
         “Oh, please, Gemma, crying used to be like sweating for you. It came as easily as your laugh. There’s no reason to be sorry.”
            My mother put her hands on my elbows and guided me into a chair by the table. “Sit down. Here.”
         

         
         She pressed a handkerchief into my hands, and I blotted my face with it. When she was sure I had a handle on myself, she picked
            up the pot again and hooked it over the hearth, stirring up a few coals until they caught the bundle of tinder. Dusting her
            hands off, she took down a rickety little field stove.
         

         
         “So,” she said. “Let’s start with first things first.”

         
         “First things first,” I repeated numbly. I wiped my nose. Then I straightened and said a little louder, “First thing is . . .
            what on earth are you doing here?”
         

         
         “Oh, I was more interested in how you take your egg.”

         
         “How long have you been in Callais?” I asked.

         
         She checked the edge on a knife and started slicing the little onion into coin-thin pieces. “Four years now, I suppose.”

         
         “By yourself?”

         
         “Well.” She waved vaguely to the cases and vials of dead insects. “Depends on what you mean. But no, not entirely. I have
            my research team.”
         

         
         “What research team?” I asked. “I read all the natural science pamphlets that come out. Your name isn’t ever in any of them.”

         
         “No, of course not. I don’t release my work to the crown. Hand me that skillet, will you?”

         
         My mouth dropped open. “You don’t release your work to the crown? That’s . . .” Unheard of. “That’s treasonous.”
         

         
         “Yes, we always were alike, you and I.”

         
         “We’re not alike.”

         
         She wiped the last of the onion from her knife. “You even use my hatching technique in your illustrations.”

         
         “We’re not alike.”
         

         
         “The skillet, Gemma.”

         
         I reached up for the dented little thing and yanked it off its peg. She took it and set it on the stove. I watched in frustrated
            silence.
         

         
         “Some people,” she said, rummaging in a battered old field pack, “would have said ‘thank you’ by now. I’m no filly, to be
            breaking into guarded prisons.”
         

         
         “How did you get in?”
         

         
         “Ladder.”

         
         “Just like that?”

         
         “The guards had a blind spot on the canyon side,” she said, removing a metal tin from her pack. “They detailed it to me quite
            nicely.”
         

         
         “And the grenade?”

         
         “One of the Cypri’s.”

         
         “Lyle Roubideaux?” I asked.

         
         “Yes, him. His work made it to Callais a few weeks ago.” She opened the metal tin and poked around inside. “Every engineer
            and chemist in the place has been pressed into developing the weaponry detailed in the report. The chemical bombs—the ones
            that burn on water, the ones that light damp wood like hay in a drought, and the ones that cause temporary blindness—Alcoro
            has control of them now. Isn’t that a comforting thought?”
         

         
         Her tone suggested my same reaction—the prospect of being armed with such unprecedented weapons was terrifying. I shook my
            head. “How did you come by them for your own use? Did you break into the labs like you did the Retreat?”
         

         
         “No. One of the chemical engineers is part of my old group of rabble, though she keeps it secret to maintain her position.
            She smuggled me a few devices to use, and she’s the one laying the false trail to Port Juaro—at significant risk to herself,
            I might add.”
         

         
         I clenched my fists on her handkerchief. Several beats of silence passed as she selected a paper-wrapped object from the tin.
            Finally I blew out a breath. “Thank you.”
         

         
         She snapped the tin shut. “Was that so hard?”

         
         “A little,” I said hotly. “It may come as a surprise to you, but you popping up for the first time in sixteen years wouldn’t
            have been my first choice for rescue. You threw me away as a child for your own political agenda. You conspired against Alcoro.
            You almost ruined my own future.” Or at least, she’d tried, before I completed the task for her.
         

         
         She pulled out a pair of pliers and stuck the little paper-wrapped object in the head. “Good thing my sister picked you up,
            so she could do it instead.”
         

         
         My fists trembled and clenched on the handkerchief. I could conjure no love for Shaula, but I surged with the irrational need
            to defend her anyway. “At least she took me in. At least she cared for me, sent me to lessons, gave me a bed—what is that?”
         

         
         With a crunch and flare of sulfurous smoke, my mother had clamped down on the paper object in her pliers, and it had burst
            into flame. She held it to the rim of her field stove, lighting the burner. “Fire capsule.” With the stove lit, she held the
            flame in front of her, studying it appreciatively. “Coxa—my friend in the labs—came up with them. Highly useful in the field—no
            need to shower everything in sparks, or carry a tinderbox.”
         

         
         I blinked at the bright spot of flame. “What’s the mechanism?”

         
         “Glass beads of sulfuric acid and potassium chlorate. When they’re crushed, the chemicals mix and ignite the paper.”

         
         I pushed my chair back and picked up the metal tin. I plucked one capsule out and examined it. “No flint or steel at all?”

         
         “Nope.”

         
         “Incredible.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “Do they store?”

         
         “For a few weeks.”

         
         “How long do they burn?”

         
         The flame at the end of her pliers puffed out, leaving only the trace of sulfur smoke. I looked up and was startled to find
            our faces less than a foot apart. I stood back from the table, still pinching the capsule in my fingers. She slowly set down
            the pliers.
         

         
         A beat of silence flickered past.

         
         “You left me,” I said, a little quieter. “You said, stay right here, and then you left.”
         

         
         She sighed and tapped the ashes left on the pliers into the hearth. “I didn’t mean to, Gemma. I didn’t expect them to arrest
            me. They’d let my friends go, and I hadn’t done any more than they had. If I had known, I never would have left you at the
            twirly house. You do remember the twirly house, don’t you?”
         

         
         I flushed. I was still having trouble keeping the memories at bay in this tiny kitchen. “Of course I do.”

         
         “How we built it together, mixing up the clay and straw from the river, and how we molded funny faces into the walls?”

         
         I remembered the days of squishing the cob together and building up the walls, watching our house grow bit by bit. I remembered
            collecting baskets full of smooth river stones and embedding them in meandering swirls. There wasn’t a straight line in the
            place—it was all curves and rounded corners. My mother built it that way on purpose.
         

         
         “Nothing in nature is straight except the horizon,” she had said as we molded the arch over the front door. “No boxes, no
            lines.” We had named the resulting lopsided, wandering structure our twirly house.
         

         
         I had loved it with a fierce, deep-set devotion.

         
         “I remember molding the horned beetle by the back door,” I said.

         
         She laughed—a sound that unexpectedly brought back a wash of other memories. I abruptly looked away, gripping the handkerchief.

         
         “We were happy together, Gemma,” she said, still smiling. “We had a garden. We grew beans and acorn squash. We had an avocado
            tree, and a goat named Boots. I wrote articles for the Journal of Sciences and illustrated texts for other biologists. You used to help me ink the colors.”
         

         
         “That’s not all you did,” I said stoically. I had forgotten about Boots.

         
         “No,” she said almost thoughtfully. “It’s not all I did.”

         
         “You were meeting in secret, you were collaborating with dissenters. I remember people coming to our house at night—I used
            to sit around the corner of the hall when you thought I was in bed.”
         

         
         “No, I knew you were listening,” she said. “What did you hear?”

         
         I took a breath. “I didn’t understand all of it. But you didn’t agree with the Prophecy. You thought it was harming Alcoro.”

         
         “Not quite true,” she said. “What does the Prophecy say?”

         
         “We are Creatures of the Light . . .”

         
         “No,” she interrupted me. “What does it say—not what do we say it says. You’ve spent your adult life in Callais, and most of that in the palace. I’m sure once you were
            crowned they started engraving the Prophecy into your star bands lest you somehow forget it. But I know, amid all that, you’ve
            seen the actual petroglyphs themselves.”
         

         
         She opened a field journal and tore out a piece of paper. She uncorked a traveling bottle of ink and dipped a quill, carefully
            blocking out several lines of text on the paper.
         

         
         When she was finished, she turned the paper around. She had indeed copied the old petroglyphs verbatim, complete with all
            the breaks and patches where the glyphs had worn away over time.
         

         
         
            We are creatures o . . . he Light,

            and we know it i . . . perfect.

            . . . the seventh king of the canyons . . . ill rise to bring

            the wealth and prosperity of a thousand years.

            peace shall come fro . . . wealth . . .

            I am a prism, made to scatter light.

            S . . .

         

         Underneath were the two familiar images: the human figure, with the head partially faded, and the six-pointed star.

         
         “What does the Prophecy say?” she asked. “In short, we have no idea. I’m one of those dissenters who believe we can’t fully
            know what it originally said based on the fragments that are there.”
         

         
         “But there are experts,” I said. “People who have studied the Prophecy for centuries, who’ve written and debated and theorized
            on what it means.”
         

         
         “Yes, like my darling sister,” she said, popping the cork back on the ink bottle with a smack of her palm. “Let me tell you
            about people like her, and the ones who came before her—things are never as simplistic as the Prelates make them out to be.
            The Prophecy doesn’t exist in a void. It has been intimately tied to the economy and policy of this country since it was first
            transcribed from the rock.”
         

         
         “You think I’m not aware of that?” I said as she returned her attention to the field stove. “I am—was—the queen of this country. I am intensely aware of the effect of the Prophecy on our economy and policy. It dictated every decision we made in the council room.”
         

         
         “It’s not a one-way street,” she said, drizzling oil into the skillet. “It goes the other way, too. Decisions made about the
            Prophecy are always influenced by secular motives. Why do you think Lumen Lake became the target of the Prophecy?”
         

         
         “Because it was revealed to the Prelate.”

         
         She rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Yes, by fasting and imbibing hallucinogenic tinctures—forgive my recurring heresy, but
            I’ve had hunger visions before, and I wouldn’t base my political strategy on them. But perhaps I’m too cynical, and the Light
            really did whisper the name of Lumen Lake in the Prelate’s ear. You can’t really think that was their only motive, can you? You don’t suppose it had anything to do with the death of an aging monarchy and the ascension of a child
            queen to the throne? You don’t suppose it had anything to do with the wealthiest nation in the East suddenly under unstable
            control? The plan to take Lumen Lake first started circulating when Queen Myrna Alastaire died and her eleven-year-old daughter
            Mona was crowned in her place. You don’t suppose that influenced the Prelate’s stratagem at all?”
         

         
         “That’s . . .”

         
         “Treasonous, yes, I know—you must stop being surprised. Why do you think I was locked away in the Mesa prison? Alcoro is rooted
            in the Prophecy. We’ve thrown so much money and effort to ensure its fulfillment that any whisper we might be following the
            wrong agenda is enough to strike terror into a Prelate’s heart.” She shook her head. “But those whispers exist for a reason,
            Gemma. And that’s the main reason I needed to get you out of the Retreat. There’s something you need to know.”
         

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “There’s another Prophecy.”

         
         The words sounded alien, like they shouldn’t exist in the common Eastern tongue. I tested them myself. “Another Prophecy? You’ve found one?”
         

         
         She cocked her head, the grouse egg poised over the rim of the skillet. “You don’t sound astonished beyond belief.”

         
         I swallowed. “I’ve heard there might be more. I mean, you dissenters are always claiming there are other fragments, bits here
            and there that disprove the one in Callais. I’ve done a lot of reading on the claims folk have made. Most of them are questionable
            at best.”
         

         
         My mother snapped the egg against the skillet and poured it over the sizzling onions. “There have always been claims, and
            probably a few of them have been true. But this one is definitely real.”
         

         
         “Where is it?”

         
         “It’s . . . well, first, you have to understand my current work.” She pointed to the little door in the far wall—one I had
            assumed led to a bedroom. “Take a look in there while I finish breakfast. Try not to let in too much light—it disturbs them.”
         

         
         Puzzled, I got up from the table and went to the door. I turned the knob and cracked it open, poking my head inside. The room
            was windowless, being made up of the last usable space under the hob’s overhang, and the ceiling sloped down almost to the
            floor. But the room wasn’t pitch-dark, as I’d have expected. It was filled with a blue-white glow, reflected in clear beads
            dangling like strings of gems. I blinked a few times, trying to make sense of what I was seeing.
         

         
         “Arachnocampa luminosa,” my mother said over my shoulder. “Fungus gnat larvae.”
         

         
         Packed along every wall were glass cupboards, as one might store fine pottery in. The cupboards were filled with clusters
            of glowing points of light, illuminating the eerily beautiful strings of beads hanging down toward the ground. I eased farther
            through the door to better take in the sight, trying to block the morning light in the kitchen.
         

         
         “Glowworms,” I said.

         
         “In the Mesa prison,” my mother said behind me, “my closest companions were the rock spiders that lived in my cell. I had
            ample time to study them, and when I was released, I looked for related species on the talus slopes up in the Stellarange
            Mountains. They led me, eventually, off the mountaintops and inside the mountains themselves. There are caves there—did you
            know that? The Range is riddled with them. And they’re not empty. The tunnels in the lower elevations are filled with Arachnocampa. So a few of us formed a research team. I’ve fallen in with geologists.” There was undeniable excitement in her voice as she rattled the skillet over the stove.
         

         
         “These are mucus?” I asked, tapping the glass near a dozen strands of shining beads.

         
         “Mucus on silken threads.” I heard her take the skillet off the heat and come into the room behind me. She wiped her hands
            on her trousers and pointed to the larvae, hanging in little hammocks from the ceiling of the cupboard. “Each one makes dozens.
            Their glows act as lures. Any insect drawn to them—even flying adults of their own species—become tangled in the snares. They
            ingest the silk to draw up their prey, and then—supper. And, Gemma . . .”
         

         
         She moved to another cupboard, this one shining brighter than any other. “They change their glow depending on when they last ate. The hungrier they are, the brighter their light.” She took a screened box from the top of
            the cupboard, filled with a soft ruffling sound. Carefully, she opened the glass door of the cupboard and shook out the box.
            Out fluttered a cloud of meal moths. She closed the door.
         

         
         The little brown moths fluttered haphazardly around the glass cupboard, blind. Almost instantly, they began careening into
            the beads of mucus, the threads swinging as if in a breeze. The effect was immediate. The glowworms’ shining lures began to
            writhe as they slid from their hammocks and started pulling up their threads.
         

         
         “I’ve got months of data collected,” my mother said as we watched the larvae draw in their prey. “I’ve got three separate
            papers drafted. What a presentation this could make to the board of biologists! The Journal of Sciences would be at my feet. I could get grants, funds, research power to conduct further studies. Speleothems, extremophiles, fossils . . .
            there are a hundred different opportunities represented in those caves. But I refuse to let a whisper of them reach that Prelate
            of yours.”
         

         
         I forced my fascination with the insects back to the subject at hand. “What’s Shaula going to do with a bunch of bioluminescent
            larvae?” I asked.
         

         
         “It’s not the larvae that worry me. Though, funny enough, they bear a similar resemblance to her own student work.”

         
         I looked up in the dim light. “What work? Shaula was a scientist?”

         
         “She took after our parents just like I did. She was a biologist, only instead of insects, she fell in love with myriapods—particularly
            a funny little millipede that luminesces. It glows, just like these.” She tapped the glass with her fingernail. “Little creatures
            of light.”
         

         
         “She always gave me the impression she didn’t approve of the sciences . . . or at least, me taking them up.”

         
         “She made a hard pivot once she got interested in the Prophecy.” My mother gazed at her glowworms, her fists on her hips.
            “Funny—she and I do have a few things in common, don’t we? A background in crawling things, and a fascination with the Prophecy. Only I get thrown
            in prison, while her word gets waved around as law.”
         

         
         I gestured back at the cabinets to try to refocus the conversation. “If it’s not your research you’re worried about, why not
            release your work to the crown?”
         

         
         “Because it’s not what we discovered, but where. We’re still not sure of the extent of the cave system,” she said, taking a small, curved object off the top of the cabinet.
            “I’ve only been as far as the Arachnocampa, but two others on my team mapped several other, longer passages, and in the farthest ones, they hit water. Flooded corridors,
            underground lakes. They brought back this.”
         

         
         She handed me the object. It was hard and subtly ridged, the curved surface forming an irregular bowl. I squinted at it. The
            inside of the bowl sheened in the glowworms’ light.
         

         
         A mussel shell.

         
         My heart made a strange, erratic leap, and I looked up. “You think the caves go all the way to Lumen Lake?”

         
         “It’s an educated guess right now,” she said. “It’s going to take a lot more surveying to be sure. But no mussel is going
            to survive in a sterile groundwater reservoir or a glacial pool. They need sun-fed nutrients, which means there must be outlets
            somewhere. You can understand, then, with the mania to secure Lumen Lake under our own banner, why we might be hesitant to
            let this information slip to the Prelate?”
         

         
         I looked back down at the winking mussel shell, casually flashing the wealth of Lumen Lake in its mother-of-pearl interior.
            For years the Prelacy had preached that the lake was the key to fulfilling the Prophecy of the Prism—that Alcoro’s greatness
            would finally be realized by controlling the pearl trade, the basis of wealth in the Eastern World. My mother was right—offering
            an alternate course, besides the long, tedious, and now carefully watched route up the Cypri waterways, would be too good
            an opportunity to pass up.
         

         
         I looked from the shell to the glowworms, and back to my mother. Things started to lock into place.

         
         “This Prophecy,” I said. “It’s in the cave?”

         
         “Yes,” she said. “And we’re going to find it.”

         
         “Wait,” I said. “Find it—haven’t you already found it?”

         
         There was a sizzle from the hearth of a pot bubbling over. She waved me back into the kitchen. Still clutching the mussel,
            I followed her. She swept the boiling water off the fire and streamed it through a strainer of coffee.
         

         
         “Sit,” she said. “Cream or honey?”

         
         “Both, please.” I sank back into my chair. “Mother—you have found this Prophecy, haven’t you?”
         

         
         “Tureis did,” she said, swirling cream into the tin cup. “One of my team. He’s the only one to have seen it. He and his partner’s
            supplies ran out before they could make a second trip.”
         

         
         “But . . . he wrote it down? Or made a rubbing?”

         
         She made a show of choosing which jar of golden honey to pull off the shelf, poking among the identical containers.

         
         Ignoring the question.

         
         “Mother.”

         
         “He tried to write it down,” she said, selecting one of the jars. “But like most folk, he was never taught Archaic Eastern.
            He tried to form the cyphers as best he could, but it’s not a particularly readable transcription.”
         

         
         She dug in her pack and handed me a battered page ripped from a field journal. I turned it over to see a wobbly mess of charcoal
            marks, some scratched out, some misshapen to the point that I couldn’t tell if they were scratched out or not. A pictorial
            symbol was below the meandering lines of text—a starburst, with eight uneven points, not six like the Prophecy in Callais.
         

         
         I looked up. “This man is part of your research team?”

         
         “I admit he’s a crap hand at transcription,” she said, prying the cork out of the honey jar. “But he’s an expert caver—practically
            a roach, ready to wriggle into any crack that looks big enough. He does the scouting, and then maps places of interest for
            the rest of us.” Holding the open jar of honey in one hand, she used the other to pull out a thick oilcloth pouch from her
            field pack. She shook it until I was afraid she’d fling honey over everything—I took it from her and slid out a roll of thick
            parchment. I flattened it on the table—it was the strangest-looking map I’d ever seen, like a ball of string had been dipped
            in ink and flung down on the paper. Routes crisscrossed and branched and disappeared, labeled with names like Broken Way, Slick Climb, Belly Crawl, and the Squeeze. I shuddered, feeling the invisible press of dark walls.
         

         
         “The petroglyphs are off the River of Milk, a dry streambed of calcite deposits,” she said, nodding to the note on the map.
            “A two-day trip from the cave mouth. And we’ll go there and see them ourselves, Gemma.”
         

         
         She stirred honey into my coffee and set it down in front of me. The scent was tantalizing after the long, cold night and
            weary few weeks. But I didn’t drink it right away. I stared first at the unreadable transcription, and then at the map, my
            gaze traveling along the route to the alleged Prophecy and beyond, to the farthest reaches, where the lines abruptly ended.
            Slowly, I looked up at her.
         

         
         “Taking me to see them isn’t going to accomplish a single thing,” I said. “I’ve been arrested.”

         
         “You’re still the queen.”

         
         “Only because they haven’t stripped my title yet,” I said. “I’m awaiting trial. They won’t listen to a thing I say. They won’t
            believe me.”
         

         
         She cleared her throat and scooped the fried egg out of the skillet. “No, I suppose not. Hm.”

         
         I watched as she laid the egg over a thick slab of cornbread and gave it a sprinkle of salt. She set it down in front of me,
            and the steam curled temptingly toward my nose. But I frowned up at her.
         

         
         “You don’t want me to see them,” I said as it came together in my head. “You want Celeno to see them.”
         

         
         She held up her hand. “I never said that.”

         
         “You want me to take Celeno to see them,” I said.
         

         
         “I never said that, either. Eat, before it goes cold.”

         
         I looked down at my plate. She’d made the exact same breakfast we used to eat together in our twirly house. A blob of goat
            cheese melted over the egg, and the slivered onions were crispy and caramelized. In the summer, we used to eat our eggs over
            avocados we’d plucked from our tree. In the winter, on cornbread, or a thick slice of roasted squash.
         

         
         I eyed her. “What about you?”

         
         She sat down across from me with her own battered tin cup. “I run on black coffee and spite. Go on.”

         
         I picked up my fork and pierced the egg, letting the just-right yolk soak the cornbread. “It’s not possible, you know.”

         
         “What isn’t?”

         
         I took a flavorful bite. “Kidnapping the king.”

         
         “I don’t know that kidnap is the right word . . .”
         

         
         “I’d have to get him out of the palace,” I said, chewing. “He, the most guarded person in the country, perhaps the Eastern
            World, out of a place where he’s constantly watched. There are never less than four guards with him at all times, and more
            often it’s twice that, plus his attendants and the odd court noble or two. And that’s if it’s during the day—at night he takes
            a poppy tincture so strong he sleeps senseless until morning. I once accidentally shattered a clay jar on the hearth, set
            fire to my skirt, and shrieked like a ghost owl, and he didn’t even twitch.”
         

         
         My mother sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “They give him poppy just to sleep? Why not stick with valerian?”

         
         “He used to take valerian, until his anxiety got so bad it didn’t work anymore.” I waved a hand, unwilling to be deterred.
            “Anyway, that’s even assuming I could get in to the palace. I’m an enemy of the crown and now an escaped prisoner. There’s no side courtyard or cellar door that’s not
            watched, and my face is on a half-dozen portraits inside.”
         

         
         “A real conundrum,” she agreed, taking another sip.

         
         Suddenly her placidity irritated me. I set down my fork. “It’s not a ‘conundrum,’ it’s flat-out impossible. You’re suggesting
            something that can’t be done.”
         

         
         “I haven’t suggested anything,” she said. “I’m telling you there’s another Prophecy. You’re the one trying to drag the king
            along with us.”
         

         
         “Because they won’t listen to me!” I said. “I’ll be arrested without a second thought if anyone recognizes me, and nothing
            I say will make a difference. There’s no point in going if Celeno doesn’t come, too—unless you’d rather bring Shaula along.”
         

         
         She grimaced into her coffee. “And hear her preach the petroglyphs as sanctified truth the whole way. Tell me, does she still
            do that thing where she recites her own theorizing as if they’re words of the earliest Prelates?”
         

         
         Yes, she does.

         
         I pressed my lips together as I speared the final precious sliver of cornbread—I’d been saving
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