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A Crown of Thorns and Magic

The Bramble Throne Book I 

North of the Great Plains, lie the Twelve Realms, twelve petty rival nations. The biggest one is called Barsan and can be crossed in five days. These barbarians are terrified of magic.

Notes of Liraz the Wanderer
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Chapter 1: The Young Queen
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Morning sun streamed through the council chamber's tall windows, illuminating dust motes that danced like tiny courtiers. The light caught the silver threads woven through the tapestries, making their embroidered creatures shimmer as if they might resume crawling at any moment.

I bowed to the Lawgiver shrine with all the proper ritual, touching the stone floor with two fingers, then pressing them to my lips. The sharp tang of Triskelian incense crossed through my nostrils, spicy and foreign, carried across half a continent just to burn at this shrine. The statue gazed down with its stone eyes, appraising me. 

Then I settled the heavy crown on my head, smoothed the folds of my royal robes, and strode to the Bramble Throne.

The monstrosity loomed at the high end of the table like some ancient beast that had crawled from the forest to devour timid rulers. It had been carved from a single massive stonewood tree, shaped by craftsmen of old into the likeness of a colossal thorny bush. The Bramble: prickly, hardy, resistant to drought, bringing forth a bountiful harvest of delicious berries, no matter the weather. The symbol of our dynasty.

I lowered myself onto the ancestral seat, trying not to think about how my feet barely reached the floor. After three months of rule, it still felt too large for my eighteen-year-old frame.

From that perch, I surveyed the assembled faces of Barsan's High Council. Fifteen nobles of the oldest families. Two army commanders. Four peasant elders. A speaker for the crafts guilds and one for the merchants. Twenty-three individuals who'd bowed to my father for decades now offered me the same careful deference, though they hadn't quite recovered from the shock of my accession to the throne.

“Proceed,” I said, crisp and clipped, just as Father had done.

Lord Varil stood, his weathered hands resting on a stack of sheets that I'd swear had tripled since the day before. Did they reproduce when no one was watching?

"Your Majesty, we must discuss the marriage proposals."

Shit. Here we go.

I kept my face still as stone, a trick my mother had beaten into me with the flat of her practice blade. Never let them see you flinch. Even when you're bleeding, especially then.

"Must we?" I asked, voice mild as milk.

Lady Essara leaned forward. The pearls studding her elaborate gray bun reflected the light like tiny moons. As the Kingdom's most senior female noble, she considered herself my unofficial mentor in royal bullshit, a subject in which she held uncontested mastery.

"Your Majesty, these are not matters we can postpone indefinitely. The Kingdom requires a clear line of succession for stability."

As I had demonstrated by killing my uncle in single combat for the throne three months ago. Still, House Bramble had withered somewhat: it had bred precious little over the last two generations. King Belemon, my father, with no sister to take the crown, had been the first male monarch in two centuries. Between me and a few distant cousins through minor male lines, there were only two women of childbearing age.

I gestured toward the cursed stack of letters. "How many offers have arrived this week?"

Varil sorted through the documents with the gravity of a general reviewing casualty reports. "Five in total, Your Majesty. Though some are... more serious than others."

"Serious?"

"Houses Thorjal and Riverand have both respectfully submitted formal proposals," Lady Essara said, her tone suggesting these should be received with trumpets and garlands of flowers. "Both have provided royal consorts for generations. Traditional choices. Each offers its eldest son."

Low murmurs of approval rippled around the table.

Sure. I'd met both offerings at court functions: Baram of Thorjal and Jagel of Riverand. Pretty boys, in the Barsani way: light skinned, rosy cheeked, with dark chestnut hair and eyes, polished, manicured, well educated in all the proper subjects: poetry, dancing, the seventeen forms of address for visiting dignitaries. Politically connected through dozens of webs of marriage and fosterage. 

I knew what I looked like beside them: my mother's lean build, brown complexion, grey eyes and sharp cheekbones, my father's strong nose and jaw. Not Barsan’s ideal of femininity at any rate. I remembered them standing with their mothers, like prized cattle at market, shooting glances at me as if I might bite. Which, to be fair, I might. The bastard barbarian princess, they called me when they thought I couldn't hear. Uncouth. Rough mannered. Raised by that savage amazon instead of proper tutors. Probably sleeps with a knife.

The last part was true, but that was beside the point.

A shame. Jagel was rather to my liking with his long lashes that cast shadows on his cheekbones and those warm brown eyes that reminded me of dark honey. He could hold his own with a sword too, at least on the practice ground. I'd caught him actually reading a book once, not just holding it for show—and his fingers on the pages had been graceful, elegant. For a moment, I'd imagined those fingers elsewhere, then immediately squashed the thought when his mother had materialized like a protective gargoyle, steering him away from my presence.

"And their enthusiasm for the match?" I asked dryly.

Uncomfortable silence. Lord Petrin raised his freckled face, suddenly engrossed in the painted ceiling. Lord Varil shuffled his papers with renewed vigor. Even Lady Essara had the grace to look slightly embarrassed.

Finally, Lord Teshen raised his face from the other side of the table, steepling his fingers as if preparing to dispense ancient wisdom. His vast, fertile estate sat between those of the two families. "They understand their duty to the realm," he said after a meaningful pause, each word weighted with the gravitas of received wisdom.

Well, power required a few sacrifices, didn’t it?

"What other offers?" I asked, moving on before anyone could start listing the number of times their houses married into Barsan royalty.

Varil's expression soured. "King Bougaros of Jufa has submitted a proposal for a political alliance through marriage."

The chamber fell silent, but with a different kind of silence. Even the dust motes seemed to freeze mid-dance.

Bougaros. The Bear King, our northern neighbour. His kingdom stood between us and the Hundred Mountains, with their fearsome tribes. A charming fellow who'd spent the last decade adopting the customs of the Mountaineers who somehow considered their females worthless. He had turned his kingdom's women into cattle who could be bought and sold. Many had already left, settling in Barsan, along the border of their former homeland. He had already gone through three wives: two had died under mysterious circumstances, the third had run like hell to her family. Now, he was collecting meek concubines from the Mountain tribes.

"I assume that proposal can be filed under 'amusing but declined,'" I said.

"Your Majesty," Lord Rodrack spoke up, ever the voice of political pragmatism, "King Bougaros commands good military resources. An alliance with Jufa could strengthen our eastern borders significantly."

I fixed him with the look my mother had taught me—the one that could stop a charging horse. "Lord Rodrack, are you suggesting I marry a man who beats his wives for sport, among other things?"

"The allegations regarding the king's... domestic arrangements... remain unproven," his voice weakened with each word.

I leaned forward just enough to keep the crown balanced on my head. "Would you volunteer to spend a night with him to test these theories personally? I'm sure he wouldn't mind the beard. He's quite eclectic in his appetites, according to the refugees."

He subsided into his chair like a deflated bladder. I noticed with petty satisfaction that the other noble councillors suddenly found fascinating things to study in their laps: rings that needed polishing, sleeves that required straightening, invisible specks of dust that demanded immediate attention.

The commoners' side of the chamber told a different story. The trade guilds speaker, a stout weaver woman, was biting the inside of her cheek. The merchants' speaker, who'd made his fortune as a peddler, had developed a suspicious coughing fit. The four peasant elders were trying their best not to smile, though West Elder Ganna's eyes sparkled with such unholy glee that she looked decades younger. North Elder Thomis held her lips tight to stop them from curling.

"Moving on," I said. "What other delightful prospects are competing for my hand?"

"King Vadrick of Pelmera has submitted a formal proposal," Lady Essara said, though her usual enthusiasm seemed notably absent.

Vadrick. The lord of ten thousand poisons, as my mother had called him after returning from a diplomatic mission to his court. Younger than Bougaros, more refined, certainly more politically sophisticated, to the point where some speculated that Queen Farra, his elder sister, had not died entirely from the "sudden weak heart" the royal physicians had diagnosed. Pelmera was our and Jufa's eastern neighbour. Its coffers were fat with gold from controlling most of the Bentriver. Every merchant ship that wanted to reach the Riversea paid Pelmera's taxes. On paper, it was exactly the kind of alliance Barsan needed.

The problem was the other stories, the ones that travelled ~~travelled~~ not through official dispatches but in the whispered conversations of kitchen maids huddled over washing basins, in the nervous glances of servants who'd returned from diplomatic escorts, in the tales merchant sailors told in taverns when they thought no one important was listening. Servant girls disappearing from his palace, bodies found floating in the river days later, if they were found at all, with marks that the royal physicians always ruled as "accidents" or "self-inflicted in a moment of madness."

Funny how many Pelmeran palace maids seemed to decide to throw themselves into the river. Must be something in the water.

He had recently appointed a sorceress, and there were rumors of chambers beneath her house where screams echoed through the night. Nothing proven, of course. Besides, sorcerers always attracted wild gossip in the Twelve Realms. Magic had allegedly returned after four centuries of sleeping, the real kind, not the hedge-witch herbalism and parlor tricks that had sustained superstitions. The scholars called it Power. While in foreign lands, some had been tentatively trying it, we, in Barsan, forbade it under pain of death. Let no unnatural force corrupt the natural order of the realm.

"The political advantages are considerable," Lady Morar suddenly said from behind Lady Essara. "Pelmera's wealth, their trade networks, their strategic position..."

"Yes, I'm aware of its assets," I said. "I'm also aware of King Vadrick's... particular reputation. Would you send your daughter to his court? Your niece? Your serving girl?"

She stopped, staring at the table's edge.

Lord Varil cleared his throat. "There is also an offer from the Plains nomads."

Now that got my attention. "Which clan?"

"The Falcon Clan. The Warlady Keziana offers her third son, Erden, along with a considerable dowry in horses and cattle."

This sparked immediate debate among the nobles. Chairs creaked as bodies shifted. Whispers hissed across the table like wind through grass. Some leaned toward their neighbors, hands cupped to mouths. Others sat back, arms crossing over chests. The chamber fractured into a dozen small conversations. The Plains clans were our neighbors to the south, nomadic peoples who followed the great herds and lived by codes older than any Kingdom. My mother's people, though she'd left them long before I was born.

"A nomad alliance could secure our southern borders," Lady Netha pointed out from my left. "Our merchants could travel the Grass Road safely."

"Impossible!" Lord Varil countered.

The man's relationship with the crown had always been complicated. His lands held iron mines and served as a buffer against the Mountaineers, but he received little support in return. That made him the staunchest patriot and conservative among the lot and the most vocal critic of any royal policy.

"It would also tie us to barbarian customs," he went on. "The other kingdoms would see it as a sign of Barsan's declining civilized standards."

Barbarian customs. I bit back my first three responses, all of which would have involved creative suggestions about what he could do with his civilized standards.

Still, the irony of the marriage proposal wasn't lost on me. When my mother had left the Plains at sixteen—orphaned, penniless, with nothing but an old mare and her weapons—no chieftain would have offered her a man in marriage. She'd been nobody, a girl with no prospects beyond her skill with a bow. Now that her daughter wore a crown, the Falcon Clan had discovered they had a son to spare.

"The boy himself?" I asked. "What's known of him?"

"Young, reportedly literate in the language of the Triskelian Empire and skilled in trade dealings," Varil replied, frowning. "Though he speaks little of our language, I heard."

He, Essara, and Rodrack kept debating, their voices rising and falling like waves, each trying to drown out the others with increasingly elaborate arguments about bloodlines and diplomatic advantages. Meanwhile, the others were getting increasingly bored. Melgar, the commander of Valconis troops, was drumming on the table with his scarred hand, High Warlord Jabryn was surreptitiously reading something under the table, the craft guild speaker seemed to be dozing with her eyes open, the merchant was calculating something on his fingers, and the peasant elders were whispering among themselves, increasingly restless.

The crown was getting heavier on my head. Three months of wearing the damned thing, and my neck still screamed by midday. The ruby ceterpiece, the Heart of Barsan, dug into my forehead whenever I tilted my head forward.

I ignored the pain and let my mind wander.

Marriage. The one duty I couldn't delegate, couldn't postpone indefinitely, couldn't solve with a sword or a clever bit of statecraft. Eventually, I'd need to choose someone, bed him, hopefully produce an heir, and pray the Kingdom survived the complications.

But not yet.

"Enough," I said, raising my hand for silence. "I appreciate the council's thorough analysis of my marriage prospects. However, I will not be making any immediate decision."

The protests started immediately.

"Your Majesty, the succession—"

"The stability of the realm requires—"

"Neighboring kingdoms will interpret delay as weakness—"

I let them vent before speaking again. "I understand your concerns. However, I intend to honor my mother's traditions in this matter. The women of the Plains do not bear children before living three times seven years. I will not break that custom."

Twenty-one. I was asking for three more years of freedom, three more years to establish my rule without the complications of a husband and children. I could practically hear their thoughts churning: The girl is being difficult again. Just like her savage mother. Why couldn't Belemon have sired a proper princess?

Lady Essara looked like she'd swallowed a stone. "Your Majesty, with respect, your mother's customs are not necessarily... applicable to your situation as Queen of Barsan."

"On the contrary, they're entirely applicable. I am my mother's daughter as much as my father's." I let my mother's accent creep into my voice. "My mother's blood runs as strong as my father's. Stronger, maybe, since she survived twenty years in this court without killing the lot of you."

Lord Teshen unexpectedly, chuckled. "She considered it a few times, Your Majesty. She told me once the only thing stopping her was that you'd have to deal with the replacements."

That won him a few smiles.

"But the succession...” Lord Varil pressed.

"At worst," I interrupted, "I can produce an heir without the complications of marriage, should the need arise."

The temperature in the chamber seemed to drop to frost. Even mentioning illegitimate children was politically dangerous territory. I was a bastard myself, after all.

"Your Majesty," Lady Essara said carefully, "your father's... situation with your mother created certain challenges regarding bloodline purity and legitimacy. Perhaps it would be wiser to avoid those precedents."

Bloodline purity. As if we were horses. Maybe this inbreeding was why so few of us remained.

"Our neighbors don't seem overly concerned with such nonsense," I pointed out. "Queen Alara of Uzal has three children by two different fathers, none of whom she married. Her kingdom prospers. The Queen of Gban changes consorts like some people change clothes, and her kingdom is the largest of the Realms after Barsan. Purity of bloodlines is a luxury Barsan can ill afford with ambitious neighbors and empty coffers."

Before anyone could respond, a commotion erupted behind the doors. Voices raised in argument, the sound of running feet, and then the doors burst open.

Commander Blackriver strode through the entrance. The face of the captain of my Amazon Guard was creased by a deep frown. The light from the windows caught the silver threads in her dark braids and the worn leather of her armor. She made a perfunctory bow, more of a head-tilt really, the kind that suggested she was doing me a favor by acknowledging ceremony at all. She had served with my mother and, as a nomad, found the Barsan obsession with proper bowing mildly irritating.

"Your Majesty," she announced, "forgive the intrusion, but there's a herald from King Vadrick requesting immediate audience. He says he bears urgent news."

A fine diversion from my marriage prospects. "Show him in."

Blackriver gestured and a man stumbled in. His fine clothes, an elegant herald's uniform in Pelmera's colors of gold and blue, were mud-stained. Dried foam marked where his horse's lather had splattered across his chest. His eyes were red-rimmed and wild, darting around the chamber. Behind him, my guards looked apologetic but alert.

"Your Majesty," the man gasped, his voice cracking on the title. He dropped to one knee, more collapse than courtesy. "I am Gornalis, herald of King Vadrick of Pelmera. I bear urgent word."

I glanced at my council. Several looked intrigued, others worried. In the three months since my coronation, we'd had plenty of diplomatic visitors, but none who'd arrived looking like they'd outrun demons.

"Speak," I commanded. "What brings you to my court in such haste?"

"Your Majesty, King Vadrick begs your immediate assistance. Our kingdom is under attack. King Bougaros has invaded our northern provinces without warning or declaration. His armies burn villages and slaughter people. My king requests an urgent meeting with Your Majesty to negotiate terms of mutual aid."

The chamber erupted in murmurs. Bougaros attacking Pelmera? The Bear King was aggressive, certainly, but he'd never shown such open violence toward one of the Realms. I glanced at the large map hanging on the far wall. Barsan spread before me in broad ink lines with Valconis at the center. Pelmera bordered us on the south and the east. While Jufa was on our east and our north, beyond the Thornwall Mountains.

"When did this attack begin?" I asked.

"Four days ago, Your Majesty. We were caught completely unprepared. No ultimatum, no formal grievance, nothing. They came at dawn through the Silverpine Pass. We've lost three major settlements already—Greenhill, Oakenford, and..." his voice hitched, "and Millhaven, where my sister lived."

I considered this information carefully. If Bougaros was indeed attacking Pelmera out of the blue, it represented a significant shift in regional politics. The kind that ended with maps being redrawn. It also presented a serious danger to us.

"Your king seeks what form of assistance?" I asked.

"Military alliance, Your Majesty. Troops, supplies, strategic coordination. In return, King Vadrick offers favorable trade agreements and... other considerations."

Other considerations. No doubt including renewed pressure for that marriage alliance.

"I see." I noted how every eye in the chamber followed my movement, like sunflowers tracking the sun. "Lord Gornalis, you will be given quarters and refreshment. This afternoon, I will hear your king's full proposal."

"Your Majesty, with respect, time is of the essence—"

"This afternoon. I don't make decisions regarding war and peace based on the testimony of one exhausted herald, regardless of the urgency."

The man bowed his head. "Of course, Your Majesty. Thank you for your consideration."

As the guards escorted him from the chamber, I turned back to my council. Rodrack had gone slightly green. Essara sat frozen, her earlier confidence shattered like dropped crystal. Even stalwart Varil appeared shaken, one hand unconsciously moving to where his sword would hang.

Only Melgar and Jabryn, my two commanders remained calm but grim. They had already understood what the others were still struggling to accept: war had come to our doorstep, invited or not.

"Well," I said mildly, "the two kings who wanted to marry me are now at war with each other. That simplifies the marriage question, doesn't it?"

Nobody laughed.

Jabryn leaned forward. "Your Majesty, if Bougaros is truly attacking Pelmera, we might be next."

Several councillors touched whatever talismans they carried—Varil's thumb found his old signet ring, Essara's fingers brushed the worn bone pendant that had been her mother's, the Elders put the flat of their hands on the smiling face of the Allmother hanging from their necks.

I nodded slightly, trying to keep the crown in position.

"Agreed. But why would he risk such aggression now?"

Jabryn waved the sheet he'd been reading under the table.

"Your Majesty, I just received a report from a spy I have in Jufa. Apparently, Bougaros has been building his forces over the last year. Allegedly to straighten his defences against Mountaineer raiders. If this report is accurate, he commands perhaps ten thousand troops."

Ten thousand. More than we could field without calling up every farmer who'd ever held a pitchfork and pretended it was a spear. "And Pelmera?"

"Similar numbers, but most are conscripts—farmers and tradesmen given three weeks of training and a rusty pickaxe. Hard to mobilize quickly, harder still to maintain in the field. Their professional army is perhaps five thousand strong, mostly stationed in the capital."

Just as ours, clustered around Valconis.

I nodded, holding back a sigh. "Lady Essara, what trade agreements do we currently have with both kingdoms?"

"Limited with Jufa—they prefer to deal with the Mountaineer tribes. More extensive with Pelmera, particularly regarding lumber from their northern forests and their excellent textiles. They also control the Amber Road's eastern branch."

"So, Pelmera's situation affects ours directly."

"To some degree, yes. Also... Jufa would control both branches of the Amber Road and the Bentriver. They could strangle most of our trade routes."

I turned back to face the whole council. "Here's what we're going to do. Tonight, I'll hear Vadrick's full proposal. Meanwhile, I want detailed reports on our military readiness, our economic ties to both kingdoms, and any intelligence we have regarding Bougaros's recent activities. And of course, send messengers to all our troops."

I stood abruptly, and they all scrambled to rise. My crown slid slightly askew, but I resisted the urge to adjust it.

The throne loomed behind me, still too large.
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I closed the heavy oak door of my apartments and bowed to the ancestral shrine in its alcove. Painted faces of dead forebears stared down with expressions of perpetual judgment. 

The cavernous rooms stretched around me, cold and vast as a mausoleum. Everything remained as my father had left it: his hunting trophies and ancient weapons mounted on the walls, his favourite chair still positioned by the huge stove as if he might stride in at any moment and demand to know why I was wearing his crown. 

The dark red drapes hung like dried blood against windows that reached from floor to the vaulted ceiling, and the Triskelian carpets, gifts from various diplomatic missions, muffled footsteps so effectively that servants seemed to materialize from thin air.

I had no time to redecorate since his death. Or rather, I hadn't found the courage to exorcise his ghost from these rooms, to admit that he was truly gone and I was truly, irrevocably, alone in this.

I cast an absent eye on the great square, two hundred feet below. There, life continued its cheerful ignorance of royal misery. The ancestral bramble bush spread from the castle walls, its thorny branches decorated with hundreds of ribbons and bells. The first flowers were starting to appear—tiny white stars against the dark green.

I made a mental note to send an offering before the week's end—honey cakes and copper coins were traditional, though I wondered if the ancient plant might appreciate something stronger. Wine, perhaps. The gods knew I would if I were rooted in place for three centuries, forced to watch the endless parade of human bullshit.

Newly arrived nomad traders clustered near the bush's shrine with their string of magnificent horses. They had brought offerings: a gourd of mare milk, a couple of cheeses, a handful of the peculiar blue flowers that grew wild in the Plains. One of them, a tall pretty boy of about my age, stood slightly apart from the others, his head tilted back to study the bramble's crown.

The midday light caught his profile, sharp cheekbones, a nose that had been broken and reset, hair the color of a raven’s wing tied back with a strip of leather. For a heartbeat, our eyes met across the distance. Then one of his companions called to him, and he turned away.

This was not the time to admire pretty boys anyway. I let out a sigh. Before taking the crown, I used to escape to the city in disguise. It has been three months since I last danced in in one of the lower city taverns, drunk on ale, while Linna and Marsi were cheering. Now Linna was a prim and proper blacksmith apprentice and Marsi was weaving cloth in her mother’s workshop. 

"Your Majesty." Lady Miren’s voice cut through my memories. She was the head of a minor house who had served mine for three generations. She bowed with the precision of someone who knew that excessive flourishes wasted everyone's time. Her auburn hair caught the light streaming through the window like copper beaten thin. "Shall we remove your formal attire?"

I nodded, already reaching for the first of thirty-seven clasps that held the ceremonial robes in place. Who had designed these things? Someone who clearly despised monarchs.

Around the solar, my other ladies-in-waiting rose and bowed in a rustle of fabric and paper before resuming their tasks. Lady Ezla set aside her mending to attend me. Lady Falwa returned to the ledger she'd been reviewing, her merchant-trained mind the only reason our accounts hadn't descended into complete chaos. The twins, Doral and the pregnant Tanni, looked up from the endless paperwork that kept a royal household functioning—letters to be answered, petitions to be politely declined. 

Five women in total, carefully selected through a process that had been illuminating in all the worst ways.

The highest-born daughters—those whose bloodlines could trace back to the ancestral bramble bush—had politely declined the honor. Too many pressing family obligations, they claimed, as if suddenly every young noblewoman had elderly grandmothers requiring constant attendance. Too many wows to get on a Twelve Steps pilgrimage. Too delicate a constitution for the rigors of court life, despite having spent years galloping through the country, hunting, and dancing until dawn.

The truth, of course, was written in their mothers' carefully blank faces and their fathers' studied neutrality. They wouldn't lower themselves to attend the barbarian princess whose foreign mother had somehow seduced their king and produced his only heir, despite two proper wives and a string of mistresses.

So, I found myself surrounded by the daughters of lesser nobility—women whose families understood that loyalty to the crown could elevate their fortunes faster than ancient bloodlines. They served with genuine dedication rather than grudging obligation, their ambitions refreshingly honest. They wanted advancement, good marriages, trade opportunities, and they were willing to work for them rather than simply expecting them as birthright.

"I need something suitable for receiving foreign dignitaries but not overly formal," I said, moving toward my bedchamber.

Lady Ezla looked up from her ledger.

"Your Majesty," she began in a tone carrying that particular note of casualness that preceded a request. "My nephew, Quorus, has just arrived at court. He travelled three days from our estates in Greenmeadow, quite arduous journey with the roads still muddy from spring rains." 

She paused, allowing his sacrifice to settle in the air like incense. "He is very eager to be presented to Your Majesty. At tonight's dinner, perhaps? He's quite accomplished, trained in poetry and ancient philosophy, and has such a pleasant singing voice. The ladies at home are quite taken with him."

Of course he did. Of course he was. Of course they were.

I paused in the doorway, my hand resting on the carved oak frame worn smooth by centuries of royal fingers seeking the same brief support. The wood felt warm, almost alive, pulsing with the accumulated anxiety of generations of queens fleeing their own solars. I studied Ezla's hopeful expression, the slightly raised eyebrows, the encouraging tilt of her head, the way she leaned forward just enough to suggest eagerness without seeming desperate.

Sweet Ezla, whose house held three minor holdings, whose taxes were always paid promptly but whose coffers were never quite full enough to afford their ambitions. Her dress was well-made, the embroidery beautiful but clearly done by her own hand rather than purchased from the exclusive needlework guild. Her family had clearly calculated that proximity to a young, unwed queen might provide opportunities for their ambitious offspring.

She wasn't malicious, merely practical. For minor nobility, there was a time-honored tradition of throwing their prettiest boys at the throne like flowers at a parade, hoping one might catch the royal eye and stick. Her nephew was probably the best they had to offer: pretty, polished enough to pass in court, accomplished enough to avoid embarrassment. They'd probably spent their savings getting him properly outfitted, drilling him in court etiquette, and teaching him which topics of conversation might amuse a young queen.

"Your nephew can dine in the great hall with the other courtiers," I replied diplomatically, keeping my voice warm enough to avoid insult but cool enough to discourage further attempts. "He’ll be in excellent company among the younger set. I'm afraid affairs of state will occupy my evening."

Disappointment flickered across her features like a candle flame in a sudden draft, there and gone in an instant, quickly masked by a courtier's smile. "Of course, Your Majesty. Perhaps another time."

Perhaps not. Perhaps never. If war was coming, the last thing I needed was romantic complications with the scions of ambitious families who saw me as a ladder. 

My bedchamber adjoined the solar, its walls hung with tapestries depicting the deeds of my paternal grandmother—a woman who had reportedly anticipated all her enemies' moves. In one tapestry, she stood over a map table, where her enemies' moves were already marked by chess pieces. In another, she held court while secretly signalling her guards about the assassin she'd somehow known would be hiding behind the third pillar of the great hall.

The bed itself was a massive four-poster affair that could have housed a small army, carved from the same dark stonewood as the Bramble Throne. Its posts rose half-way to the high ceiling, each one thick as a tree trunk and carved with climbing brambles carrying fat berries. The curtains, currently drawn back and tied with golden cords, were heavy enough to block out light, sound, and probably a moderate assassination attempt. The sumptuous silk coverlet was embroidered with brambles in an intricate pattern of thorns and fruits. Generations of queens and kings had been born and died in this bed, including my father. Maybe it was the memory of his days of agony which made my sleep difficult there. 

Ladies Miren and Falwa began the familiar ritual of changing my attire. Off came the formal council dress with its heavy brocade, which weighed as much as chainmail, and long pins, which could double as daggers. Away went the uncomfortable court shoes that pinched my feet. In their place came softer fabrics, long dress edged with mink, practical shoes, wide silken belt in midnight blue. After the royal garments, they felt like a cloud.

"Your Majesty," said Ezla, entering the bedchamber with a stack of sheets, “The City Guard has arrested three sorcerers. All of them had been caught in the act. Shall I add their names to tomorrow’s executions?”

That was one heritage from my father I disliked: his hatred of magic. The Attalians used it to enslave our ancestors. It was seen with suspicion in all of the Twelve Realms, illegal in Barsan, but his own attitude bordered on paranoia. On the contrary, some shamans of my mother’s people spoke to spirits and other creatures on a daily basis. They read the weather in bowl of water, called rain with sacred dances, turned to beasts through rituals passed down through generations. I'd watched them work during the summers my mother took me to her homeland. There was nothing evil in their magic, it flowed like water, natural as breathing.

I had promised myself to deal with his laws and stop people being executed for mere parlor tricks once my authority was consolidated. One crisis at a time.

“Leave them in jail. I’ll personally examine their cases later.” 

"Yes, Your Majesty. And also, you have demanded military reports?"

"Yes, please." I extended my hand while settling into the cushioned seat before my dressing mirror. Falwa began undoing the elaborate bun that felt like it had been cemented to my skull, her fingers gentle but efficient. My scalp tingled with relief as the weight slowly lifted.

I ran through the reports as my hair tumbled free. Border patrols all reporting normal activity. Supply lines secure. No unusual movement from the northern passes. Training proceeded on schedule in all four garrisons. There was nothing I didn't know already, which was precisely what worried me.

Blood and shit. I didn’t expect something like that. Three months ago, while everyone was blathering about my accession to the throne, Bougaros had a golden opportunity to attack us directly. Our northern defenses were strong but not impenetrable. He would have had to cross the Thornwall Mountains and deal with Jalla, the North Commander. She didn’t like me, but she liked him even less. The outcome would have been unpredictable, but he had his chances. But invading Pelmera... That was unexpected. 

A soft knock interrupted my brooding. A servant appeared in the doorway. "Your Majesty, King Vadrick's herald is awaiting your pleasure."

"Send him to the lesser audience chamber," I decided. "I'll see him there in a quarter hour. Lady Falwa, you will attend me."

The woman bowed, while whispers rose behind her.

"At once, Your Majesty."

By tomorrow morning, speculation about the herald's message would have spread through every corner of the palace and into the city beyond. I could already envision the progression: first the guards at the gate who saw him arrive and the stable boys who tended his exhausted mount. They would tell the kitchen maids and palace servants when they’d came for their meal. The maids and servants would gossip with the town laundresses over today’s washing, and they in turn would share the news with their families and friends. By the time the sun rose again, every tavern keeper in the lower city would be serving rumors alongside their watered ale, each version more elaborate than the last.

Such was the nature of court life—information became currency more valuable than gold, and rumors multiplied like rabbits, with each generation wilder than its parents. By week's end, the herald would become three heralds, or perhaps a mysterious cloaked figure. His message would evolve from a simple plea for aid to prophecies of doom, secret marriage proposals, or declarations of war. 

I'd learned long ago that the best way to hide truth was to let it drown in a sea of speculation.

The lesser audience chamber adjoined my apartments. Its intimate scale was better suited for delicate conversations than the grand audience halls. Rich Triskelian carpets covered the floor and their intricate patterns of interwoven vines provided something beautiful to stare at during uncomfortable silences. Expensive glass windows allowed the late afternoon light to illuminate tasteful furnishings. A silver wine pitcher and two cups stood ready on a small side table. A room for allies, not supplicants.

Lord Gornalis had changed into formal clothes. He dropped to one knee as I entered, his movements still stiff with fatigue. 

"Rise, Lord Gornalis," I said, gesturing to a chair near the table. "You look ready to collapse, and I need you conscious for this conversation."

He stood gratefully, wincing as his knees protested. I poured him wine myself, a calculated gesture that would cost me nothing but would hopefully be remembered, and watched him take a careful sip. His hands steadied slightly.

"So," I said, settling into the high-backed chair that had been my fater's favorite, "King Bougaros has invaded. What of your king's response?"

"His Majesty has withdrawn to stronger positions, hoping to force Bougaros into costly frontal assaults. But..." The herald hesitated, clearly reluctant to deliver bad news.

"But?" I prompted.

Gornalis met my eyes directly, a mark of either honesty or excellent training.

"Our intelligence suggests Bougaros commands far greater numbers than initially believed. Perhaps fifteen thousand men, with Mountain mercenaries arriving daily. We cannot match such strength with conventional tactics."

Fifteen thousand. Shit and blood. Even combined with Vadrick's remaining forces, this would be hard to match. And that assumed his army remained intact and capable of coordinated action.

"King Vadrick requests military assistance," the herald continued, pulling a scroll from his doublet. The wax bore Pelmera’s High Seal, the one used only for matters of highest importance. "In exchange, he offers significant trade concessions—exclusive rights to the Bentriver Route, reduced tariffs on all goods passing through our ports, and a formal defensive alliance extending twenty years."

Generous terms. Almost desperate terms, which suggested Vadrick's situation was even worse than his herald indicated. A king didn't offer such concessions unless his back was firmly against a crumbling wall.

"There is more, Your Majesty," the herald added reluctantly. "Our scouts report unusual activity near Falcon Keep righ beyond our border."

The words sent ice through my veins. Falcon Keep, Jalla’s fortress, protected one of the few reliable passes leading to Jufa. If it fell, Bougaros would have a clear route to strike directly at Valconis.

I closed my eyes, feeling the weight of impossible decisions crushing down like an avalanche. Send aid to Vadrick, and I might save an ally while weakening my own defenses. Refuse, and watch Bougaros consolidate his gains before turning his full attention to Barsan.

"King Vadrick proposes a meeting," Gornalis continued. "At Shalar Ford, between our kingdoms. He believes direct negotiation might prove more effective."

Shalar Ford. I knew the place—a shallow crossing where the River Mem meandered through woodland, roughly halfway between our capitals. Remote enough to avoid unwanted observers, accessible enough for both parties to reach safely. In theory.

"When does your king propose this meeting?" I asked.

"Three days hence, Your Majesty."

"I will consider his proposal," I said finally. "Barsan takes his situation seriously and values our long... friendship."

The herald's relief was palpable. "Thank you, Your Majesty. Your friendship means more than I can express in mere words."

Sure it does.

After he departed, I remained in the chamber with Falwa, both of us absorbing the weight of what we'd heard. Outside the windows, the setting sun painted the sky in shades of amber and pink, beautiful colors that reminded me uncomfortably of fire and blood. The same hues had colored the sky when I lighted my mother’s funeral pyre. I could still smell the smoke of the bundles of sage if I thought about it too hard.

"Your Majesty," she said carefully, "What are you planning to do?"

Before I could answer, the door opened to admit Jabryn and Melgar. They entered without invitation or announcement, their expressions grim enough to suggest they'd already heard at least part of the herald's report. 

I sighed.

"Prepare a royal escort, Commander Melgar. I’m meeting King Vadrick at Shalar Ford."

“You shouldn’t go, Your Majesty.”

"Why?" I rose from my chair, moving to the window to gaze out at the gathering dusk. "This negotiation is too important to delegate."

"Which is precisely why you can't go," Melgar insisted. "Your Majesty, you're the Kingdom's only heir. If something happens to you—"

"Then someone else will claim the throne, and the Kingdom will endure," I interrupted. "As it has for three centuries through war, plague, and worse disasters."

"Not without cost," Jabryn said quietly. "The succession question alone would invite civil war. Half the nobility would support your cousin Aldrina, the other half would back Prince Kardios’ claim through his grandmother's marriage. Barsan would tear itself apart while Bougaros marches through the ruins."

I turned back to face them, seeing genuine fear in their weathered faces. Not fear for themselves. Fear for the Kingdom they'd served faithfully, the people they'd sworn to protect.

"Then tell me," I said, "who else can I send? Which of my nobles has enough brain and commitment to negotiate binding agreements with Vadrick?"

The question hung in the air like incense, heavy and inescapable. We all knew the answer: none of them. The great lords who might have possessed such stature had proven their loyalty questionable through past actions.

"Lord Rodrack has experience with trade negotiations," Falwa suggested hesitantly.

Melgar snorted. "Rodrack couldn't negotiate his way out of a merchant's stall without being cheated. And he's ambitious enough to try to wrestle some bribe out of our potential ally."

"Prince Kardios, then," Jabryn offered without conviction.

"Who's openly questioned my right to rule and would likely use the opportunity to advance his own interests," I replied. "No, the truth is uncomfortable but clear—I cannot entrust this negotiation to anyone else. Too much depends on it."

Silence settled over the chamber as my advisers wrestled with a logic they couldn't refute. Outside, the evening bells began their melodic call, marking the transition from day to night. Somewhere in that darkness, armies moved and plans unfolded, the great game of Kingdoms playing out with human lives.

"Besides," I added more gently, "this Kingdom needs both of you here more than it needs one untested queen. If something does happen to me, you'll be the ones holding Barsan together until a new ruler can be crowned."

"Your Majesty—" Jabryn began.

"My decision is made. I will meet with Vadrick at Shalar Ford. The only question remaining is what escort I should take."

Melgar's face had gone through several interesting color changes during this declaration, finally settling on pale. "If you insist on this madness," he growled, "then by all the gods, you'll take adequate protection. A thousand men, minimum. Heavy cavalry, archers, and pikemen."

"A thousand men hardly constitutes a 'minimal escort,' Vadrick will think I'm bringing the reinforcement he is asking for."

Jabryn stroked his beard thoughtfully. "What if we compromise? Your Majesty's Amazon Guard—three hundred of them—plus seven hundred regular troops positioned at a slight distance. Close enough to respond to trouble, far enough away to avoid appearing threatening."

I considered the proposal. My Amazon Guard was a legacy from my mother. They started as a bunch of mercenary archers, but after defending my father from Vadrick’s grandmother, they became the royal guard. Their loyalty to the crown was absolute, their skill legendary, and their presence would remind everyone that I was Yssa's daughter as much as Belemon's.

"Good plan," I agreed. 

As we settled into outlining the details of what might prove to be either diplomatic triumph or royal disaster, I caught Falwa watching me with perplexity. Perhaps she was beginning to understand that serving a barbarian princess had more drawbacks than she thought.

The hours melted like candle wax. My eyes grew heavy as midnight oil burned low in crystal lamps. Words began to blur together—logistics, reconnaissance, fallback positions—until they became mere sounds washing over me like river current.

"Your Majesty should rest," someone said. Falwa, perhaps, her voice floating as if spoken through water. 

I walked back to my bedchamber, ate something and stretched on my bed. Sleep dragged me down almost immediately. 

Fog.

Thick as wool, gray as old bone, swirling around me in patterns that defied any earthly wind. I stood in its embrace, in leather and mail, my mother’s sword heavy in my hand.

The sounds came first—clash of steel on steel, screams cut short, the wet thud of bodies falling. Battle raged somewhere beyond the mist, close enough to smell the spilled blood but I saw only shadows dancing like demons in the gray.

“Run.” The voice whispered inside my skull, young and male and desperate. “She comes for you.” 

"Who?" I tried to speak, but the fog stole my voice, leaving only the echo of thought. "Who is coming?"

The mist swirled thicker, shot through with veins of silver light that pulsed like a vast heartbeat. In its depths, a shape moved—not the crude shadows of distant battle, but something graceful and purposeful, gliding toward me with predatory elegance.

“Powerful. Evil.” The voice grew fainter, as if its speaker retreated into safer darkness. “Trust nothing you see. Trust no one who—“

The warning cut off like a snapped harp string.

I woke gasping in my own bed, sheets soaked with sweat despite the night's chill. Moonlight streamed through tall windows, painting familiar furnishings in shades of silver and shadow. 

This wasn't the first time.

The dreams had started after Mother's death, when I was fourteen and drowning in grief that threatened to pull me under like a treacherous current of the Bentriver. At first I'd dismissed them as nightmares born of trauma. What child wouldn't have dark visions after watching their mother die with a knife in the chest?

But then the dreams began to... echo.

Not prophetic, exactly. Never that simple. The Gods, I'd learned, didn't hand out gifts without twisting them first. But close enough to reality to make my skin crawl with recognition when events unfolded days or weeks later. I'd dream of Lord Kias betrayal, see him passing scrolls to cloaked figures in moonlit gardens, and wake to find him arrested for selling grain meant for the army. I'd see fire consuming the southern granaries in my sleep and three days later discover smoke rising from that exact direction, though only two buildings burned instead of the entire district I'd remembered.

I'd never told anyone. Especially not my father.

He made it clear that any hint of unnatural power would be met with steel and flame. The irony that he'd married a woman whose people revered shamans and dream-walkers seemed lost on him, or perhaps willfully ignored. Mother kept her opinions to herself at court. What would he have done if his daughter confessed to visions that danced on the edge of prophecy? 

I shuddered, pulling the blankets closer around my shoulders. The moonlight seemed colder now, more alien, casting shadows that writhed like living things across my chamber walls. Sleep felt impossible—every time I closed my eyes, I saw that terrible fog, heard that urgent voice.

Who was ‘she’? Some ancient power my dreams had conjured from folklore and fear? Or something real, something that walked the world beyond the borders of sleep?

And what did she want with one small queen facing impossible choices?

I rose from bed, pacing to the window. Somewhere out there, Bougaros's armies moved through the darkness. Somewhere closer, my own forces prepared for tomorrow's march to Shalar Ford. 

Just what could I do?
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Chapter 3: In Chains
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I frowned at the treeline looming ahead, close enough that I could make out individual branches swaying in the morning breeze. By my reckoning, we would not reach the woodland surrounding Shalar Ford for another hour. Yet here it stood, all ancient oaks and towering pines.

"Strange," I murmured, more to myself than anyone else.

I rode near the front, flanked by my Amazon Guard, their leather armor creaking softly with each horse's stride. Ahead and behind us, the measured thunder of a thousand hooves marked our passage.

The scent hit me as we drew nearer to the forest's edge. Sharp and metallic, like the air before a lightning storm. I'd experienced something similar once before, though weaker, when I was twelve and exploring the Whispering Ruins in the Plains. My mother had taken me to visit her clan for the Short Night, and I'd snuck away from the feast to investigate the ancient ruins that adults forbade children from approaching. The smell there had been faint, like an echo of an echo, but unmistakable: old magic, dormant but not quite dead, sleeping with one eye open.

"Probably some ancient battlefield," I told myself firmly. "The earth here is likely full of old iron and buried weapons."

Gormalis rode beside me, his mount a glossy chestnut that pranced nervously as we approached the treeline. Since our departure, King Vadrick’s herald had been trying to prepare the ground for the negotiations. "Your Majesty," he said, his voice carrying the slight tremor of a man fighting nerves, "His Royal Majesty King Vadrick is most eager to discuss the terms of our mutual alliance. The trade concessions he offers are... substantial."

"So you said, Lord Gormalis." 

"The river trade alone could triple Barsan's annual revenue," He went on, fidgeting with his reins. "And the defensive pact—well, in these troubled times, strong allies are worth more than gold."

"Indeed." I guided my horse around a fallen log, noting how the herald's mount shied away from the obstacle as if it carried some invisible taint. I studied his profile as we rode, noting the pale sheen of sweat despite the morning's coolness, the way his eyes darted constantly toward the forest ahead.

Fear. The man reeked of it, though whether he feared his own king's displeasure or something else entirely remained unclear.

We entered the forest in column formation, the canopy closing over us like a verdant tunnel. Dappled sunlight filtered through the leaves, creating patterns of light and shadow that shifted with each breeze. The air felt cooler here, heavy with the scent of moss and decay, though that metallic tang lingered beneath the earthier smells. No fog whatsoever.

"Beautiful place," I commented, trying to ease the herald's obvious tension. "Good logging."

"Yes," he replied absently, his attention fixed on something ahead. "Very... good."

The trees pressed closer as we progressed, their branches forming an increasingly dense canopy that blocked out more and more of the sky. Strange, how uniform they appeared—each trunk roughly the same diameter, each positioned at about the same distance from its neighbors. Almost as if someone had planted them according to some precise pattern.

My horse snorted and shook her head, ears flicking nervously. Around us, the Amazon Guard's mounts showed similar unease, dancing sideways and requiring firm hands to keep them in formation. Even the war-trained destriers of our cavalry seemed affected, their usual stolid calm replaced by jumpy alertness.

"The horses sense something, Your Majesty," Lady Falwa observed, her voice pitched for my ears alone.

"Old battlefields often have that effect," I replied, though my own certainty was wavering. "The earth remembers violence."

Gormalis turned in his saddle, that forced smile stretching his lips. "Not much farther now, Your Majesty. The ford lies just beyond that next rise, I believe."

I nodded, but something about his eagerness made my stomach clench with unease. The metallic scent grew stronger, sharper. Lightning-strike magic, I heard shamans call it—Power building toward release. But there were no storm clouds overhead, no rumble of distant thunder.

Just trees, standing too perfectly straight, like an army at attention waiting for the command to break ranks.

"Your Majesty," I heard one of my Amazons call from behind. "Something's wrong with—"

The transformation began with a sound like breaking glass.

Reality cracked. That's the only way I can describe it. One moment I was looking at a forest, ancient and undisturbed. The next, the trees... shifted.

Bark rippled and ran like water, revealing mail beneath, thousands of metal rings catching the muted sunlight. Branches twisted into spears, pikes, and halberds. Leaves dissolved in the air, but some morphed, their green bleeding away to reveal banners, Pelmera’s golden falcon and Jufa's crimson sphinx, and others I didn't recognize. 

What had been ancient oaks suddenly revealed themselves as men in armor, face painted in war colors, their weapons already raised for the strike. Hundreds of them. No—more. A forest's worth of hidden soldiers. They'd been standing close enough to touch, breathing our air, watching us ride deeper into their trap with the patience of spiders.

"Ambush!" an Amazon’s voice cut through the morning air like a sword stroke.

Too late. Arrows rained down from every direction, turning the forest into a killing ground. The careful column formation dissolved into chaos as horses reared and men fell. 

"Ha!" Gormalis' voice rang in triumph.

I turned toward him just as his blade cleared its sheath. Time slowed, the way it does when death comes calling. I saw everything with crystalline clarity—the joy in his eyes, the practiced ease of his draw, the way his lips pulled back from his teeth in something between a smile and a snarl. 

My body moved before my mind. I twisted in the saddle, bringing my dagger up in a desperate parry that sent sparks flying as our blades met. His face contorted with killing rage, all pretence of diplomacy abandoned.

"Vadrick sends his regards!" he snarled.

My horse reared beneath me, screaming her fear as arrows whistled past her head. The movement threw off his next attack, his blade slicing air where my throat had been a heartbeat before. I used the momentum, shifting my weight and driving my dagger toward his exposed ribs. His eyes widened in shock, then glazed with the particular surprise of men who discover dying isn't quite what they'd expected. He toppled from his saddle.

An arrow took my mount in the neck. She staggered. I had just enough time to kick free of the stirrups before she collapsed, her body missing me by inches as I rolled away from crushing weight. As I jumped to my feet, I found myself face-to-face with Falwa, her dark eyes wild with desperation. Blood streamed down her forehead from a gash above her left eyebrow, and her neat travel clothes were now splattered with blood and mud.

"Your Majesty, we have to—"

An arrow sprouted from her chest. She looked down at it with something like surprise, then collapsed forward into my arms. Her weight sent us both tumbling to the ground.

I staggered to my feet, then grabbed a Jufan sword from the ground. The blade felt strange in my grip—heavier than my own weapon, the balance different. But it would have to do.

A Pelmeran soldier came at me from the left, his blade aimed at my ribs. I sidestepped and brought my weapon up, opening his shoulder. He screamed and backed away, but another took his place immediately.

This one was smarter, more cautious. He circled me like a hunting cat, his shield raised, probing for weaknesses. Behind him, I could see more enemies closing in—too many to fight, too many to escape.

That's when someone tackled me from the side. My back slammed against the ground hard enough to rattle my teeth. For a second, my vision swam, the blue sky spinning above me. I tried to roll and get back on my feet, but a steel-toed boot slammed down on my chest, pinning me in place.

"The little queen," a voice sneered, "not so mighty now."

The Pelmeran soldier’s accent was thick as clotting blood. I locked eyes with him and spat on his boot. My mother always said my smart mouth would get me killed one day.

Today might be that day.

The battle raged around us, but I knew it was over. The Pelmerans hauled me to my feet, twisting my arms behind my back. My shoulder screamed in protest. I clamped my teeth shut on a scream. No way was I giving these turds the satisfaction.

"King Bougaros will want this one alive," one called to his companions. "The Bastard Queen of Barsan, caught like a rabbit in a snare."

I slammed my head backward, feeling a satisfying crunch as his nose shattered against my skull. Hot blood sprayed across my neck.

"You little bitch—" A mailed fist connected with my jaw like a sledgehammer. The world flashed white, then red. I staggered.

Three more soldiers surrounded me, their swords levelled at my throat. Past their shoulders, I could see what was left of my forces fighting with desperate courage. Too many bodies in Barsan colors already lay motionless in the mud. My people were dying because I'd walked us straight into this slaughter.

"Enough!" The command cut through the chaos.

The soldiers parted, and I caught my first glimpse of the man responsible for this trap. King Vadrick of Pelmera was striding toward me, his golden armor gleaming obscenely bright beneath the midday sun. Tall, slender, and handsome in the way of vipers, he smiled as if we were meeting at a feast rather than a battlefield soaked in the blood of my people.

"Queen Astar," he said, sweeping into a mocking bow. "How kind of you to have accepted my invitation."

I lunged for him, but the soldiers yanked me back. One of them drove an armored fist into my ribs with professional precision. Something cracked. I wheezed, trying to pull air back into my lungs.

"Spirited," Vadrick commented, his eyes trailing over me with an interest that made my skin crawl. "Just like your late mother.” 

I spat. "She taught me enough to recognise a snake by its scales."

His smile widened. "We could have been allies, you know. A marriage would have secured your borders and given your illegitimate rule some... standing."

"I'd sooner marry a rabid dog."

"That can be arranged." The new voice was deeper, rougher.

King Bougaros of Jufa approached like a walking mountain. Where Vadrick was a viper, Bougaros was a bear—broad-shouldered, thick-bearded, with eyes as cold and dead as a winter lake. The generations of barbarian Mountaineers his foremothers used to take as consorts were starting to show. His hands, scarred from decades of warfare, rested on a sword that looked like it could cleave an ox in half. "Chain her," he commanded. "We ride for Coh at dawn."

The soldiers forced me to my knees, and cold iron closed around my wrists. I'd worn many things in my eighteen years of life—training leathers, court finery I despised, even my father's too-large crown—but never shackles. The weight of them felt like a mockery of the heavy bracelets I received at my crowning. 

Still, I was mad with anger. Vadrick and Bougaros had been in it together the whole time, springing their trap by... magic? A thousand good warriors who'd never see home again because I'd been stupid enough to answer a call for help.

"She doesn't look like much," Bougaros said, grabbing my chin and tilting my face up as if I was a slave in an auction. "Hard to believe this girl killed her uncle in single combat."

I grinned through bloody teeth. "Hand me a blade and I'll demonstrate my technique."

His backhand was like being hit by a battering ram. I tasted dirt and copper as I sprawled in the mud, ears ringing like temple bells.

"Dear friend," Vadrick cautioned, "she's worth more unbruised."

"She's worth nothing. Feed her to the dogs."

"Actually," Vadrick’ voice grew silky, "I have other plans for her."

My stomach turned. I'd heard stories about him. The maids who disappeared from his palace. The bodies found later in the river. 

"Have you forgotten we need her abdication?"

The female voice cut through the air like a frozen blade. Both kings turned like puppets jerked by the same string, and I caught something I'd never expected on their arrogant faces: fear. Not the ordinary fear of losing a battle, but the primal terror of prey recognizing a predator that sat several steps higher on the food ladder.

A woman approached us, though "woman" was like calling a cougar just another cat. She was not Pelmeran, or Jufan or from any of the Twelve Realms, I was certain of that. Her robes swirled around her like living shadows, and her face—gods, her face was beautiful in the way a perfect weapon was beautiful. Ageless, with features that seemed carved from white marble by an artist who understood anatomy but had never quite grasped humanity. Her eyes were like bottomless wells. Magic, Power rolled off her in almost visible waves, making the hair on my arms stand up.

"Seluma," Bougaros acknowledged, inclining his head with reluctance. 

"Don’t forget who made your victory possible." She smiled, revealing teeth that seemed a hint too sharp. “Who made the plans and ensured her spies saw only what I wished them to see?"

I stared at her. Fresh rage ignited in my gut. The shitting sorceress. The real mistress behind the throne of Pelmera. Some whispered she poisoned Vadrick’s sister so he could claim the throne. She must have created that forest illusion, disguising a whole army into trees. My father would have had her burned at the stake. In that moment, I understood his hatred of magic wielders in a way I never had before.

"What do you want with her?" Vadrick asked, suddenly sounding less like the conquering king and more like a cautious merchant haggling over damaged goods and trying not to offend his customer.

Seluma's gaze fell on me, and it took everything I had not to flinch. Her eyes weren't just looking at me—they were dissecting me, layer by layer, like a butcher sizing up a carcass.

"She carries interesting blood," she said, her voice dropping to something like reverence. "The line of Belemon runs ancient and deep in her veins. And her mother... well. The Plain savages have their own gifts. I wonder if the girl knows what she inherited?"

I didn't understand what the hells she was talking about, but the words sent ice water down my spine anyway. My mother had never spoken of "gifts." She'd been a warrior, pure and simple, rising to command my father's elite guard through nothing but raw skill and an iron will.

Hadn't she?

Bougaros shrugged and walked away. Vadrick followed. 

Seluma stepped closer, drawing something from her sleeve. A ring glinted on her finger, an ugly thing of twisted metal and dark stone.

"Do you know what happens to queens who lose their Kingdoms, little one?" she asked, her voice almost gentle.

I raised my chin. "They take them back."

Her laugh was like breaking ice. "Defiant to the end. Your father was the same."

Before I could respond, she pressed her ring against my hand. Pain exploded through my body, a white-hot agony that froze me in place. I would have collapsed if the soldiers weren't holding me upright. I couldn't move, couldn't scream, could barely draw breath, though my mind was howling like a trapped beast. My muscles were limp like those of a stuffed doll. 

"The juice of the midnight flower," Seluma explained casually. "It leaves the mind clear but the body helpless. She'll make a more... manageable journey this way."

Cold horror washed over me as understanding sank in. I was trapped inside my own body like a prisoner in an iron maiden.

The sorceress’ fingers, cold as grave dirt, stroked my cheek. "Put her in my chariot."

Rough hands lifted me. Through half-open lids, I stared at the sky. I couldn’t even flinch as they threw me into a chariot like a sack of grain. My head cracked against the wooden floor, and I would have groaned had my throat obeyed me.

They chained me again, though why they bothered was beyond comprehension. The chariot lurched forward with a jolt that sent fresh agony through my locked joints. I caught one final glimpse of the battlefield through the side rails. My warriors lay scattered across the bloodied ground, their armor catching the setting sun's light like fallen stars. Crows already circled, eager for their feast. I'd led these men and women here. Their blood was on my hands as surely as if I'd cut their throats myself.

If I could have wept, I would have drowned in tears. I'd been queen for less than three months, and already I'd failed my people. The thought burned worse than any physical pain.

The chariot pulled away from the battlefield. My paralyzed body soon ached from the jolting of the chariot over rough terrain. Without the ability to shift or adjust, every bump sent daggers through my limp body. Hours passed. The poison showed no sign of loosening its grip. My mind, having nowhere else to retreat, turned inward. Memories surfaced—Mother teaching me to hold a bow, her people sacred weapon. Teaching my first sword form when I was barely strong enough to hold the practice blade. Father watching from the shadows, his expression unreadable as I put boys twice my size on their backs in the training yard. 

I saw my mother's stern face, her dark hair pulled back in warrior braids, her eyes the same stormy gray as mine, as she was telling me I would feel Power like many nomads, but my path was that of a warrior and a queen. Lady Yssa had never sought the king's favour. She'd earned it through loyalty and martial prowess. She had loved my father despite his callousness. She had died with a knife in her chest, defending him when assassins came in the night. Their affair had scandalized the court. Some claimed she had me with another man. But my father had acknowledged me—his only child.

The memories faded as the chariot hit another rut, and another one came unbidden, sharp as a freshly-honed blade.

My uncle stood on the dais before the empty Bramble Throne in the Great Hall of Valconis. His arms were spread wide as if to embrace the cheering of the assembled nobles, though it rang slightly hollow. He wore ceremonial robes—velvet embroidered with gold, and a crimson cape that pooled around his boots like spilled blood.

The turd even wore my father's rings. I could see them glinting from across the hall, the ruby seal of state on his right hand, the sapphire band of House Bramble on his left. 

I watched from the shadows beneath the western gallery, my hand tight on my sword hilt. Father had died from a fever three days ago, thrashing in delirium while I held his burning hand and whispered promises I intended to keep. His body had been burned the previous night. The smoke still clung to my hair. The ashes weren't even cold, and already my uncle moved to claim what wasn't his. 

The High Priestess of Nor approached with the Brambled Crown on its velvet cushion. The crown that should have been mine by my father's own decree. I could see her hands trembling slightly—whether from age or nervousness, I couldn't tell.

"Stop." My voice sounded strange, even to my ears, older somehow, as if my mother's ghost spoke through me.

Heads turned. The murmuring crowd parted as I strode forward. I was still dressed in the black leathers I'd worn to my father's deathbed, the ones that still carried spots of his blood where he'd coughed it onto my sleeve in his final hours. I hadn't changed deliberately, let them see the evidence of my vigil, the proof of who had stayed with the king until the end.

"Niece," my uncle said, his smile spreading across his face like oil on water, "we have been looking for you." The lie came so easily to him I almost admired it. "I was afraid grief had made you forget the state duties. Understandable, of course, for one so young and... emotional."

The pause before 'emotional' was deliberate, a reminder to everyone present that I was not only young but half-barbarian, and therefore governed by feelings rather than logic. Several of the older ladies nodded sagely, as if this explained everything.

I stepped onto the dais, deliberately placing myself between him and the throne. Even at eighteen, I knew how to command a room. My parents had taught me well, each in their own way. 

"There will be no crowning right now," I said, loud enough for even the servants lurking in the doorways to hear.

The High Priestess froze like a rabbit caught between two foxes, uncertain, still holding the crown before her. The cushion began to tilt, and she corrected hastily, nearly dropping the ancient artifact. 

My uncle's face darkened, the practiced sympathy sliding off like a mask, revealing something raw and hungry beneath.

"Step aside, girl. Your father is dead. I am his brother, his only living legitimate relative. The throne passes to me."

"My father named me his heir," I countered. "Before the council, before the Gods. His will was witnessed and sealed."

Casmar's laugh was ugly. "A bastard? Barsan has never been ruled by a woman born out of marriage, let alone to a foreigner. Your father's declaration is invalid. He was clearly not in his right mind when he made it. The Council has approved."

The council—old nobles who were clearly in my uncle's pocket. I should have expected nothing less.

"I challenge you," I said, drawing my sword. The steel sang as it cleared the scabbard. "By ancient custom and sacred law, I challenge you for the throne."

Shocked gasps rippled through the hall,  accompanied by the rustle of expensive fabric as nobles shifted uncomfortably, suddenly aware they were witnessing something that would be whispered about for generations. My uncle's face froze
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