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Chapter 1

The Tenth Horse

THe Gryny Queen—Kelsea Raleigh Glynn, seventh Queen of the
Tearling. Also known as: The Marked Queen. Fostered by
Carlin and Bartholemew (Barty the Good) Glynn. Mother:
Queen Elyssa Raleigh. Father: unknown. See appendix XI for
speculation.

—The Early History of the Tearling, as told by Merwinian

Kelsea Glynn sat very still, watching the troop approach her homestead.

The men rode as a military company, with outliers on the corners, all dressed
in the grey of the Tearling royal guard. The riders’ cloaks swayed as they
rode, revealing their costly weapons: swords and short knives, all of them of
Mortmesne steel. One man even had a mace; Kelsea could see its spiked head
protruding from his saddle. The sullen way they guided their horses toward
the cottage made things very clear: they didn’t want to be here.

Kelsea sat, cloaked and hooded, in the fork of a tree some thirty feet from
her front door. She was dressed in deep green from her hood down to her

pine-colored boots. A sapphire dangled from a pure silver chain around her



neck. This jewel had an annoying habit of popping out of Kelsea’s shirt
minutes after she had tucked it in, which seemed fitting, for today the
sapphire was the source of her trouble.

Nine men, ten horses.

The soldiers reached the raked patch of earth in front of the cottage and
dismounted. As they threw back their hoods, Kelsea saw that they were
nowhere near her own age. These men were in their thirties and forties, and
they shared a hard, weathered look that bespoke the toll of combat. As they
stared at the cottage, the soldier with the mace muttered something, and their
hands went automatically to their swords.

“Best be done quickly.” The speaker, a tall, lean man whose authoritative
tone marked him as the leader, stepped forward and knocked three times on
the front door. It opened immediately, as if Barty had been waiting there all
along. Even from her vantage point, Kelsea could see that Barty’s round face
was lined, his eyes red and swollen. He’d sent Kelsea out into the woods that
morning, unwilling to have her witness his grief. Kelsea had protested, but
Barty wouldn’t hear refusal and finally simply pushed her out the door,
saying, “Go and say good-bye to the woods, girl. It’ll likely be a long time
before they’ll let you wander at will again.”

Kelsea had gone then, and spent the morning roaming the forest, climbing
over fallen trees and stopping every now and again to listen to the stillness of
the woods, that perfect silence so at odds with the abundance of life it
contained. She’d even snared a rabbit, for something to do, before letting it
go; Barty and Carlin had no need for meat, and she took no pleasure in
killing. Watching the rabbit bound off and vanish into the woods where she
had spent so much of her childhood, Kelsea tried the word again, though it
felt like dust in her mouth: Queen. An ominous word, foretelling a grim

future.



“Barty.” The leader of the troop greeted him. “A long time.”

Barty muttered something indistinguishable.

“We’re here for the girl.”

Barty nodded, put two fingers in his mouth, and whistled, high and piercing.
Kelsea dropped soundlessly from the tree and walked out of the cover of the
woods, her pulse thrumming. She knew how to defend herself against a
single attacker with her knife; Barty had taken care of that. But she was
intimidated by the heavily armed troop. She felt all of these men’s eyes on
her, measuring. She looked nothing like a queen and she knew it.

The leader, a hard-faced man with a scar down the edge of his chin, bowed
low in front of her. “Your Highness. I'm Carroll, Captain of the late Queen’s
Guard.”

A moment passed before the rest bowed as well. The guard with the mace
bent perhaps an inch, with the slightest perceptible dip of his chin.

“We must see the marking,” muttered one of the guards, his face nearly
concealed behind a red beard. “And the jewel.”

“You think I would swindle the kingdom, man?” Barty rasped.

“She looks nothing like her mother,” the red-bearded man replied sharply.

Kelsea flushed. According to Carlin, Queen Elyssa had been a classic
Tearling beauty, tall and blonde and lithe. Kelsea was tall as well, but she
was dark in coloring, with a face that could charitably be described as plain.
She wasn’t statuesque by any stretch of the word, either; she got plenty of
exercise, but she had a healthy appetite too.

“She has the Raleigh eyes,” another guard remarked.

“I would prefer to see the jewel and the scar,” replied the leader, and the
red-haired man nodded as well.

“Show them, Kel.”

Kelsea pulled the sapphire pendant from beneath her shirt and held it up to



the light. The necklace had lain around her neck ever since she could
remember, and right now she wanted nothing so much as to tear the thing off
and give it back to them. But Barty and Carlin had already explained that
they wouldn’t let her do that. She was the crown princess of the Tearling, and
this was her nineteenth birthday, the age of ascension for Tearling monarchs
all the way back to Jonathan Tear. The Queen’s Guard would cart her back to
the Keep kicking and screaming, if need be, and imprison her on the throne,
and there she would sit, hung with velvet and silk, until she was assassinated.

The leader nodded at the jewel, and Kelsea shook back the left sleeve of her
cloak, exposing her forearm, where a distended scar in the shape of a knife
blade marched from her wrist to her bicep. One or two of the men muttered at
the sight of it, their hands relaxing from their weapons for the first time since
they’d arrived.

“That’s it, then,” Carroll declared gruffly. “We go now.”

“One moment.” Carlin stepped into the doorway, gently nudging Barty out
of the way. She did so with her wrists, not her fingers; the arthritis must be
very bad today. Her appearance was impeccable as always, her white hair
pinned up neatly off her neck. Kelsea was surprised to see that her eyes, too,
were slightly red. Carlin wasn’t one for tears; she rarely demonstrated any
emotion at all.

Several of the guards straightened at the sight of Carlin. One or two even
took a step back, including the man with the mace. Kelsea had always
thought that Carlin looked like royalty herself, but she was surprised to see
these men with all of their swords daunted by one old woman.

Thank God I’'m not the only one.

“Prove yourselves!” Carlin demanded. “How do we know you come from
the Keep?”

“Who else would know where to find her on this day?” Carroll asked.



“Assassins.”

Several of the soldiers chuckled unkindly. But the soldier with the mace
stepped forward, fumbling inside his cloak.

Carlin stared at him for a moment. “I do know you.”

“I brought the Queen’s instructions,” he told her, producing a thick
envelope, yellowed with age. “In case you didn’t remember.”

“I doubt many people forget you, Lazarus,” Carlin replied, her voice tinged
with disapproval. She unwrapped the paper quickly, though it must have
played hell with her arthritis, and scanned its contents. Kelsea stared at the
letter, fascinated. Her mother was long dead, and yet here was something she
had written, actually touched.

Carlin seemed satisfied. She handed the piece of paper back to the guard.
“Kelsea needs to gather her things.”

“A few minutes only, Highness. We must go.” Carroll spoke to Kelsea now,
bowing again, and she saw that he’d already dismissed Carlin from the
proceedings. Carlin had seen the transition as well; her face was like stone.
Kelsea often wished that Carlin would get angry, instead of withdrawing into
that inner, silent part of herself, so cold and remote. Carlin’s silences were
terrible things.

Kelsea slipped past the standing horses and into the cottage. Her clothing
was packed into her saddlebags already, but she made no move to approach
them, moving to stand in the doorway of Carlin’s library. The walls were
lined with books; Barty had constructed the shelves himself, of Tearling oak,
and given them to Carlin on Kelsea’s fourth Christmas. In a time of vague
memory, that day was pure and bright in Kelsea’s mind: she had helped
Carlin shelve the books, and cried a little when Carlin wouldn’t let her
organize them by color. Many years had passed, but Kelsea still loved the

books, loved seeing them side by side, with every single volume in its own



place.

But the library had been a schoolroom as well, an often unpleasant one.
Rudimentary mathematics, her Tear grammar, geography, and later the
languages of surrounding countries, their odd accents first difficult and then
easier, faster, until Kelsea and Carlin could switch easily from tongue to
tongue, hopping from Mort to Cadarese and back again to the simpler, less
dramatic language of the Tearling without missing a syllable. Most of all,
history, the history of humanity stretching back before the Crossing. Carlin
often said that history was everything, for it was in man’s nature to make the
same mistakes over and over. She would look hard at Kelsea when she said
so, her white eyebrows folding down, preparing to disapprove. Carlin was
fair, but she was also hard. If Kelsea completed all of her schoolwork by
dinnertime, her reward was to be allowed to pick a book from the library and
stay up reading until she had finished. Stories moved Kelsea most, stories of
things that never were, stories that transported her beyond the changeless
world of the cottage. One night she’d stayed up until dawn reading a
particularly long novel, and she had been allowed to skip her chores and
sleep away most of the next day. But there had also been entire months where
Kelsea became tired of the constant schooling and simply shut down. And
then there were no stories, no library, only housework, loneliness, and the
granite disapproval of Carlin’s face. Eventually, Kelsea always went back to
school.

Barty shut the door and approached her, every other footstep dragging. He
had been a Queen’s Guard a lifetime ago, before a sword to the back of his
knee had left him lame. He placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “You can’t
delay, Kel.”

Kelsea turned and found Carlin looking away, out the window. In front of

the cottage, the soldiers shifted uneasily, darting quick glances around the



woods.

They’re accustomed to enclosure, thought Kelsea; open space alarms them.
The implications of this, the life it foreboded for her at the Keep, almost
overwhelmed her, just when she’d thought that all of her crying was done.

“This is a dangerous time, Kelsea.” Carlin spoke to the window, her voice
distant. “Beware of the Regent, uncle or no; he’s wanted that throne for
himself since he was in the womb. But your mother’s Guard are good men,
and they’ll surely look after you.”

“They dislike me, Carlin,” Kelsea blurted out. “You said it would be an
honor for them to be my escort. But they don’t want to be here.”

Carlin and Barty exchanged a look, and Kelsea saw the ghost of many old
arguments between them. Theirs was an odd marriage; Carlin was at least ten
years older than Barty, nearing seventy. It took no extraordinary imagination
to see that she had once been beautiful, but now her beauty had hardened into
austerity. Barty was not beautiful, shorter than Carlin and decidedly rounder,
but he had a good-humored face and smiling eyes beneath his gray hair.
Barty didn’t care for books at all, and Kelsea often wondered what he and
Carlin found to talk about when she wasn’t in the room. Perhaps nothing;
perhaps Kelsea was the common interest that kept them together. If so, what
would become of them now?

Carlin finally replied, “We swore to your mother that we would not tell you
of her failures, Kelsea, and we’ve kept our promise. But not everything at the
Keep will be as you thought. Barty and I have given you good tools; that was
our charge. But once you sit on the throne, you’ll have to make your own
hard decisions.”

Barty sniffed in disapproval and limped over to pick up Kelsea’s
saddlebags. Carlin shot him a sharp look, which he ignored, and so she turned

it on Kelsea, her eyebrows drawing together. Kelsea looked down, her



stomach tightening. Once, long ago out in the forest, they had been in the
middle of a lesson on the uses of red moss when Barty had blurted out,
apropos of nothing: “If it was up to me, Kel, I’d break my damned vows and
tell you everything you want to know.”

“Why isn’t it up to you?”

Barty had looked helplessly down at the moss in his hands, and after a
moment Kelsea understood. Nothing in the cottage was up to Barty; Carlin
was in charge. Carlin was smarter, Carlin was physically whole. Barty came
second. Carlin was not cruel, but Kelsea had felt the pinch of that iron will
often enough that she could understand the shape of Barty’s bitterness,
almost feel it as her own. But Carlin’s will had ruled in this matter. There
were large gaps in Kelsea’s knowledge of history, and information about her
mother’s reign that Kelsea simply didn’t have. She had been kept from the
village and the answers it might have provided; hers had been a true
childhood in exile. But more than once she had heard Barty and Carlin
talking at night, long after they thought Kelsea was asleep, and now she
understood at least part of the mystery. For years now, the Regent’s guards
had ranged over every part of the country, looking for a child with the
necklace and the scar. Looking for Kelsea.

“I’ve left a gift in your saddlebags,” Carlin continued, bringing her back to
the present.

“What gift?”

“A gift you’ll discover for yourself after you leave this place.”

For a moment Kelsea felt her anger resurface; Carlin was always keeping
secrets! But a moment later Kelsea was ashamed. Barty and Carlin were
grieving . . . not only for Kelsea, but for their home. Even now, the Regent’s
trackers were probably tracing the Queen’s Guard across the Tearling. Barty

and Carlin couldn’t stay here; shortly after Kelsea’s departure, they would be



leaving themselves, off to Petaluma, a southern village near the Cadarese
border where Barty had grown up. Barty would be lost without his forest, but
there were other forests for him to learn. Carlin was making the greater
sacrifice: her library. These books were her life’s collection, saved and
hoarded by settlors in the Crossing, preserved through centuries. She couldn’t
take them with her; a wagon would be too easy to track. All of these volumes,
gone.

Kelsea picked up her night pack and shrugged it onto her shoulders, looking
out the window to the tenth horse. “There’s so much I don’t know.”

“You know what you need to,” Barty replied. “Do you have your knife?”

“Yes.”

“Keep it about you always. And be careful what you eat and where it comes
from.”

Kelsea put her arms around him. Despite Barty’s girth, his body was
shaking with fatigue, and Kelsea realized suddenly how tired he’d become,
how completely her education had taxed energy that Barty should have
conserved for growing old. His thick arms tightened about her for a moment,
and then he pulled away, his blue eyes fierce. “You’ve never killed anyone,
Kel, and that’s well and good, but from this day onward, you’re hunted,
understand? You have to behave so.”

Kelsea expected Carlin to contradict Barty, Carlin who always said that
force was for fools. But Carlin nodded in agreement. “I’ve raised you to be a
thinking queen, Kelsea, and so you will be. But you’ve entered a time when
survival must trump all else. These men will have an honest charge to see that
you get back to the Keep safely. After that, Barty’s lessons may help you
more than mine.”

She left her post by the window and placed a gentle hand on Kelsea’s back,

making her jump. Carlin rarely touched anyone. The most she seemed



capable of was a pat on the back, and those occasions were like rain in the
desert. “But don’t allow reliance on weapons to impair your mind, Kelsea.
Your wits have always been sound; see that you don’t lose them along the
way. It’s easy to do so when you pick up a sword.”

A mailed fist thudded against the front door.

“Your Highness?” Carroll called. “Daylight fails.”

Barty and Carlin stepped back, and Barty picked up the last piece of
Kelsea’s baggage. They both looked terribly old. Kelsea didn’t want to leave
them here, these two people who’d raised her and taught her everything she
knew. The irrational side of her mind briefly considered dropping her
luggage and simply bolting out the back door, a bright and tempting fantasy
that lasted two seconds before it faded.

“When will it be safe to send you a message?” she asked. “When can you
come out of hiding?”

Barty and Carlin looked at each other, a quick glance that struck Kelsea as
furtive. It was Barty who finally replied. “Not for a while, Kel. You see—"

“You will have other things to worry about,” Carlin broke in sharply.
“Think about your people, about fixing this kingdom. It may be a long while
before you see us again.”

“Carlin—"

“It’s time to go.”

The soldiers had remounted their horses; as Kelsea emerged from the
cottage, they stared down at her, one or two of them looking at her with
outright contempt. The soldier with the mace, Lazarus, wasn’t looking at her
at all but staring off into the distance. Kelsea began to load her baggage onto
the horse, a roan mare that seemed somewhat gentler than Barty’s stallion.

“I assume you can ride, Your Highness?” asked the soldier holding her

reins. He made the word highness sound like an infection, and Kelsea



snatched the reins from him. “Yes, I ride.”

She switched the reins from hand to hand as she put on her green winter
cloak and buttoned it closed, then mounted her horse and looked down at
Barty, trying to overcome an awful premonition of finality. He was grown
old before his time, but there was no reason he shouldn’t live for a number of
years yet. And premonitions often came to nothing. According to Barty, the
Mort Queen’s own seer had predicted that Kelsea wouldn’t reach her
nineteenth birthday, and yet here she was.

She gave Barty what she hoped was a brave smile. “I’ll send for you soon.”

He nodded, his own smile bright and forced. Carlin had turned so white that
Kelsea thought she might faint dead away, but instead she stepped forward
and reached out a hand. This gesture was so unexpected that Kelsea stared at
the hand for a moment before she realized that she was supposed to take it. In
all her years in the cottage, Carlin had never held her hand.

“In time, you’ll see,” Carlin told her, clenching her hand tightly, “You’ll see
why all of this was necessary. Beware the past, Kelsea. Be a steward.”

Even now, Carlin wouldn’t speak plainly. Kelsea had always known that
she wasn’t the child Carlin would have chosen to train, that she’d
disappointed Carlin with her ungovernable temper, her lax commitment to the
enormous responsibility lying on her shoulders. Kelsea tugged her hand
away, then glanced at Barty and felt her irritation vanish. He was crying
openly now, tracks of tears glinting on his face. Kelsea felt her own eyes
wanting to water again, but she took the reins and turned the horse toward
Carroll. “We can go now, Captain.”

“At your command, Lady.”

He shook the reins and started down the path. “All of you, in kite, square
around the Queen,” he called back over his shoulder. “We ride until sunset.”

Queen. There was the word again. Kelsea tried to think of herself as a queen



and simply couldn’t. She set her pace to match the guards’, resolutely not
looking back. She turned around only once, just before they rounded the
bend, and found Barty and Carlin still standing in the cottage doorway,
watching her go, like an old woodsman couple in some tale long forgotten.
Then the trees hid them from view.

Kelsea’s mare was apparently a sturdy one, for she took the uneven terrain
surefootedly. Barty’s stallion had always had problems in the woods; Barty
said that his horse was an aristocrat, that anything less than an open
straightaway was beneath him. But even on the stallion, Kelsea had never
ventured more than a few miles from the cottage. Those were Carlin’s orders.
Whenever Kelsea spoke longingly of the things she knew were out there in
the wider world, Carlin would impress upon her the necessity of secrecy, the
importance of the queenship she would inherit. Carlin had no patience with
Kelsea’s fear of failure. Carlin didn’t want to hear about doubts. Kelsea’s job
was to learn, to be content without other children, other people, without the
wider world.

Once, when she was thirteen, Kelsea had ridden Barty’s stallion into the
woods as usual and gotten lost, finding herself in unfamiliar forest. She didn’t
know the trees or the two streams she’d passed. She’d ended up riding in
circles, and was about to give up and cry when she looked toward the horizon
and saw smoke from a chimney, some hundred feet away.

Moving closer, she found a cottage, poorer than Barty’s and Carlin’s, made
of wood instead of stone. In front of the cottage there had been two little
boys, a few years younger than Kelsea, playing a make-believe game of
swords. She had watched them for a very long time, sensing something she’d
never considered before: an entirely different upbringing from her own. Until
that moment, she had somehow thought that all children had the same life.
The boys’ clothes were ragged, but they both wore comfortable-looking shirts



with short sleeves that ended at the bicep. Kelsea could only wear high-
necked shirts with tight, long sleeves, so that no chance passersby would ever
get a look at her arm or the necklace she wasn’t allowed to remove. She
listened to the two boys’ chatter and found that they could barely speak
proper Tear; no one had sat them down every morning and drilled them on
grammar. It was the middle of the afternoon, but they weren’t in school.

“You’s Mort, Emmett. I’s Tear!” the older boy proclaimed proudly.

“I’s not Mort! Mort’s short!” the littler one shouted. “Mum said you
supposed to make me Tear sometime!”

“Fine. You’s Tear, but I’s using magic!”

After watching the two boys for a while, Kelsea marked the real difference,
the one that commanded her attention: these children had each other. She was
only fifty yards away, but the companionship between the two boys made her
feel as distant as the moon. The distance was only compounded when their
mother, a round woman with none of Carlin’s stately grace, came outside to
gather them up for dinner.

“Ew! Martin! Come wash up!”

“No!” the little one replied. “We ain’t done.”

Picking up a stick from the bundle on the ground, the mother jumped into
the middle of their game, battling them both while the boys giggled and
shrieked. Finally, the mother pulled each child up and then held them both
close to her body as they walked inside together, a continuous walking hug.
The dusk was deepening, and although Kelsea knew she should try to find
her way home, she couldn’t tear herself away from the scene. Carlin didn’t
show affection, not even to Barty, and the best Kelsea could hope to earn was
a smile. She was the heir to the Tear throne, yes, and Carlin had told her
many times what a great and important honor that was. But on the long ride

home, Kelsea couldn’t shake the feeling that these two children had more



than she did.

When she finally found her way home, she had missed dinner. Barty and
Carlin were both worried; Barty had yelled a bit, but behind the yelling
Kelsea could see relief in his face, and he’d given her a hug before sending
her up to her room. Carlin had merely stared at Kelsea before informing her
that her library privileges were rescinded for the week. That night Kelsea had
lain in her bed, still frozen in the revelation that she had been utterly,
monstrously cheated. Before that day, Kelsea had thought of Carlin as her
foster mother, if not the real thing. But now she understood that she had no
mother at all, only a cold old woman who demanded, then withheld.

Two days later Kelsea broke Carlin’s boundary again, on purpose this time,
intending to find the cottage in the woods again. But halfway there, she gave
up and turned around. Disobedience wasn’t satisfying, it was terrifying; she
seemed to feel Carlin’s eyes on the back of her neck. Kelsea had never
broken the boundary line again, so there was no wider world. All of her
experience came from the woods around the cottage, and she knew every
inch of them by the time she was ten. Now, as the troop of guards moved into
distant woods with Kelsea in the center, she smiled secretly and turned her
attention to this country that she had never seen.

They were riding south through the deepest heart of the Reddick Forest,
which covered hundreds of square miles on the northwestern part of the
country. Tearling oak was everywhere, some of the trees fifty or sixty feet
tall, forming a canopy of green that overspread their heads. There was some
low underbrush too, unfamiliar to Kelsea. The branches looked like
creeproot, which had antihistamine properties and was good for making
poultices. But these leaves were longer, green and curling, with a reddish
tinge that warned of poison oak. Kelsea tried to avoid putting her mare

though the foliage, but in some places it couldn’t be helped; the thicket was



deepening as the land sloped downhill. They were now far from the path, but
as they rode over a crackling golden carpet of discarded oak leaves, Kelsea
felt as though the entire world must be able to hear their passage.

The guards ranged themselves around her in a diamond, remaining
equidistant even with the changes of speed demanded by the shifting terrain.
Lazarus, the guard with the mace, was somewhere behind her, out of sight.
On her right was the distrustful guard with the red beard; Kelsea watched him
with covert interest as they rode. Red hair was a recessive gene, and in the
three centuries since the Crossing, it had bred slowly and steadily out of the
population. Carlin had told Kelsea that some women, and even some men,
liked to dye their hair red, since the rare commodity was always valuable. But
after about an hour of sneaking looks at the guard, Kelsea became certain that
she was looking at a true head of red hair. No dye was that good. The man
wore a small gold crucifix that bounced and glimmered as he rode, and this
too gave Kelsea pause. The crucifix was the symbol of God’s Church, and
Carlin had told her many times that the church and its priests weren’t to be
trusted.

Behind the redhead was a blond man, so extraordinarily good-looking that
Kelsea was forced to sneak several looks at him, even though he was far too
old for her, well over forty. He had a face like those of the painted angels in
Carlin’s books of pre-Crossing art. But he also looked tired, his eyes ringed
with hollows that suggested he hadn’t slept in some time. Somehow, these
touches of exhaustion only made him better looking. He turned and caught
her staring and Kelsea snapped her head forward, blood flaming in her
cheeks.

On her left was a tall guard with dark hair and enormous shoulders. He
looked like the sort of man you would threaten someone with. Ahead of him

was a much shorter man, almost slight, with light brown hair. Kelsea watched



this guard closely, for he looked nearer to her age, perhaps not even thirty
yet. She tried to listen for his name, but whenever the two guards spoke, it
was in low tones that Kelsea was clearly not meant to hear.

Carroll, the leader, rode at the head of the diamond. All Kelsea could see of
him was his grey cloak. Occasionally he would bark out an order, and the
entire company would make an incremental change in direction. He rode
confidently, not seeking anyone’s guidance, and Kelsea trusted him to get her
where she was to go. This ability to command was probably a necessary
quality in a guard captain; Carroll was a man she would need if she was to
survive. But how could she win the loyalty of any of these men? They
probably thought her weak. Perhaps they thought all women so.

A hawk screamed somewhere above them, and Kelsea pulled her hood
down over her forehead. Hawks were beautiful creatures, and good food as
well, but Barty had told her that in Mortmesne, and even on the Tear border,
hawks were trained as weapons of assassination. He’d mentioned it in
passing, a bit of trivia, but it was something Kelsea had never forgotten.

“South, lads!” Carroll shouted, and the company angled again. The sun was
sinking rapidly below the horizon, the wind icy with oncoming night. Kelsea
hoped they would stop soon, but she would freeze in her saddle before she
complained. Loyalty began with respect.

“No ruler has ever held power for long without the respect of the governed,”
Carlin had told her countless times. “Rulers who attempt to control an
unwilling populace govern nothing, and often find their heads atop a pike to
boot.”

Barty’s advice had been even more succinct: “You win your people or you
lose your throne.”

Good words, and Kelsea saw their wisdom even more now. But she had no

idea what to do. She knew the Tearling army was some ten thousand strong,



divided into battalions and stationed at the Queen’s command. How was she
to command anyone?

I’m nineteen. I’'m not supposed to be frightened anymore.

But she was.

She gripped the reins tighter, wishing she’d thought to put on her riding
gloves, but she’d been too anxious to get away from that uncomfortable
tableau in front of the cottage. Now the tips of her fingers were numb, her
palms raw and reddened from the rough leather of the reins. She did her best
to tuck the sleeves of her cloak over her knuckles and rode onward.

An hour later, Carroll called the company to a halt. They were in a small
clearing, ringed with Tearling oak and a thick layer of underbrush composed
of creeproot and that mysterious red-leaved plant. Kelsea wondered if any of
the Guard knew what it was. Every guard unit had at least one medic, and
medics were supposed to know plants. Barty had been a medic himself, and
while he wasn’t supposed to be teaching Kelsea botany, she had quickly
learned that almost any lesson could be sidetracked by discovery of an
interesting plant.

The guards closed in around Kelsea and waited as Carroll circled back. He
trotted up to her, taking in her reddened face and death grip on the reins. “We
can stop for the night, if you like, Your Highness. We made good time.”

With some effort, Kelsea released the reins and pushed back her hood,
trying to keep her teeth from chattering. Her voice, when it came out, was
hoarse and unsteady. “I trust your judgment, Captain. We’ll go as far as you
think necessary.”

Carroll stared at her for a moment and then looked around the small
clearing. “This’ll do, Lady. We must rise early anyway, and we’ve been long
on the road.”

The men dismounted. Kelsea, stiff and unused to long riding, made a



clumsy hop to the ground, nearly fell, then stumbled around until she
regained her footing.

“Pen, the tent. Elston and Kibb, go for wood. The rest of you take care of
defenses. Mhurn, go catch us something to eat. Lazarus, the Queen’s horse.”

“I tend my own horse, Captain.”

“As you like, Lady. Lazarus will give you what you need.”

The soldiers dispersed, moving off on their various errands. Kelsea bent to
the ground, relishing the cracking in her spine. Her thighs ached as if they’d
taken several sharp blows, but she wasn’t going to do any sort of serious
thigh-stretching in front of all of these men. They were old, certainly, too old
for Kelsea to find them attractive. But they were men, and Kelsea found
herself suddenly uncomfortable in front of them, in a way she had never been
in front of Barty.

Leading her mare over to a tree at the far edge of the clearing, she looped
the reins in a loose knot around a branch. She stroked the mare’s silken neck
gently, but the horse tossed her head and whinnied, unwilling to be petted,
and Kelsea backed off. “Fine, girl. No doubt I’ll have to earn your goodwill
as well.”

“Highness,” a voice growled behind her.

Kelsea turned and saw Lazarus, a curry comb in hand. He wasn’t as old as
she’d first thought; his dark hair had just begun to recede, and he might still
be on the early side of forty. But his face was well lined, his expression grim.
His hands were seamed with scars, but it was the mace at his belt that drew
her eye: a blunt ball of iron covered with steel spikes, each sharpened to a
pinpoint.

A natural killer, she thought. A mace was merely window dressing unless
wielded with the ferocity to make it effective. The weapon should have

chilled her, but instead she was comforted by the presence of this man who



had clearly lived with violence for so much of his life. She took the comb,
noting that he kept his eyes on the ground. “Thank you. I don’t suppose you
know the mare’s name.”

“You’re the Queen, Lady. Her name is whatever you choose.” His flat gaze
met hers briefly, then slid away.

“It’s not for me to give her a new name. What is she called?”

“It’s for you to do anything you like.”

“Her name, please.” Kelsea’s temper kindled. The men all thought so badly
of her. Why?

“No proper name, Lady. I’ve always called her May.”

“Thank you. A good name.”

He began to walk away. Kelsea took a breath for courage and said softly, “I
didn’t dismiss you, Lazarus.”

He turned back, expressionless. “I’m sorry. Was there something else,
Lady?”

“Why did they bring me a mare, when you all ride stallions?”

“We didn’t know if you’d be able to ride, Lady,” he replied, and this time
there was no mistaking the mockery in his voice. “We didn’t know if you
could control a stallion.”

Kelsea narrowed her eyes. “What the hell did you think I was doing out
there in the woods all these years?”

“Playing with dolls, Lady. Putting up your hair. Trying on dresses,
perhaps.”

“Do I look like a girl’s girl to you, Lazarus?” Kelsea felt her voice rising.
Several heads had turned toward them now. “Do I look like I spend hours in
front of the mirror?”

“Not in the slightest.”

Kelsea smiled, a brittle smile that cost some effort. Barty and Carlin had



never had any mirrors around the cottage, and for a long time Kelsea had
thought that it was to prevent her from becoming vain. But one day when she
was twelve, she had caught a glimpse of her face in the clear pool behind the
cottage, and then she had understood, all too well. She was as plain as the
water beneath.

“Am I dismissed, Lady?”

She stared at him for moment, considering, then replied, “It depends,
Lazarus. I have a saddlebag full of dolls and dresses to play with. Do you
want to do my hair?”

He stood still for a moment, his dark eyes unreadable. Then, unexpectedly,
he bowed, an exaggerated gesture that was too deep to be sincere. “You can
call me Mace if you like, Lady. Most do.”

Then he was gone, his pale grey cloak vanishing into the dusk-shadows of
the clearing. Kelsea remembered the comb in her hand and turned to take care
of the mare, her mind moving like a wild thing while she worked.

Perhaps daring will win them.

You’ll never win the respect of these people. You’ll be lucky not to die
before you reach the Keep.

Maybe. But I have to try something.

You speak as though you have options. All you can do is what they tell you.

I’m the Queen. I’'m not bound by them.

So think most queens, right until the moment the axe falls.

Dinner was venison, stringy and only barely edible after roasting over the

fire. The deer must have been very old. Kelsea had seen only a few birds and
squirrels on their ride through the Reddick, though the greenery was very
lush; there could be no lack of water. Kelsea wanted to ask the men about the

lack of animals, but she worried that it would be taken as a complaint about



the meal. So she chewed the tough meat in silence and tried very hard not to
stare at the guards around her, the weapons hanging from their belts. The men
didn’t talk, and Kelsea couldn’t help thinking that their silence was because
of her, that she was keeping them from the entertaining conversation they
could otherwise be having.

After dinner, she remembered the present from Carlin. Taking one of the
several lit lanterns sitting around the fire, she went to retrieve her night bag
from her mare’s saddle. Two guards, Lazarus and the taller, broad-shouldered
man she had noticed on the ride, detached themselves from the campfire and
followed her to the makeshift paddock, their tread nearly silent. After years of
solitude, Kelsea realized, she would likely never be alone again. The idea
should perhaps have been comforting, but it created a cold feeling in the pit
of her stomach. She recalled a weekend when she was seven, when Barty had
been preparing to travel to the village to trade meat and furs. He made this
trip every three or four months, but this time Kelsea had decided that she
wanted to go with him, wanted to so badly that she honestly thought she
would die if she didn’t go. She’d thrown a full tantrum on the library carpet,
complete with tears and screaming, even kicking her feet against the floor in
frustration.

Carlin had no patience with theatrics; she tried to reason with Kelsea for
only a few minutes before disappearing into her library. It was Barty who’d
wiped Kelsea’s face and sat her on his knee until she cried herself out.

“You’re valuable, Kel,” he told her. “You’re valuable like leather, or gold.
And if anyone knew we had you here, they’d try to steal you. You wouldn’t
want to be stolen, would you?”

“But if nobody knows I'm here, then I'm all alone,” Kelsea replied,
sobbing. She had been very certain of this proposition: she was a secret, and

so she was alone.



Barty had shaken his head with a smile. “It’s true, Kel, nobody knows
you’re here. But the whole world knows who you are. Think about that for a
minute. How can you be alone when the whole world is out there thinking
about you every day?”

Even at seven, Kelsea had found this an extremely slippery answer for
Barty. It had been enough to dry her tears and calm her anger, but many times
in the subsequent weeks she had turned his statement over, seeking the flaw
that she knew was there. It was only a year or so later, reading one of Carlin’s
books, that she found the word she’d been seeking all along: not alone, but
anonymous. She had been kept anonymous all those years, and for a long
time she had thought that Carlin, if not Barty, had hidden her out of cruelty.
But now, with the two tall men right on her heels, she wondered if her
anonymity had been a gift. If so, it was now a gift long gone.

The men would sleep around the fire, but they had put up a tent for Kelsea,
some twenty feet away on the edge of the clearing. As she stepped inside and
tied the flap closed, she heard the two guards stationing themselves on either
side of the opening, and after that there was silence.

Dumping her pack on the floor, Kelsea dug through clothes until she found
an envelope of white vellum, one of Carlin’s few luxuries. Something shifted
and slithered lightly inside. Kelsea sat down on the bedding and stared at the
letter, willing it to be filled with answers. She had been taken from the Keep
when she was barely a year old, and she had no memory of her real mother.
Over the years, she’d been able to glean a few bits of hard fact about Queen
Elyssa: she was beautiful, she didn’t like to read, she had died when she was
thirty-five years old. Kelsea had no idea how her mother had died; that was
forbidden territory. Every line of questioning Kelsea undertook about her
mother ended at the same place: Carlin shaking her head and murmuring, “I

promised.” Whatever Carlin had promised, perhaps it ended today. Kelsea



stared at the envelope for another long moment, then picked it up and broke
Carlin’s seal.

Out slid a blue jewel on a fine silver chain.

Kelsea picked up the chain and dangled it from her fingers, staring at it in
the lamplight. It was a twin of the necklace that had been around her neck all
of her life: an emerald-cut sapphire on a thin, almost dainty silver chain. The
sapphire glimmered merrily in the lamplight, casting intermittent blue flickers
around the inside of the tent.

Kelsea reached into the envelope again, looking for a letter. Nothing. She
checked both corners. She tilted the envelope up, peering inside against the

light, and saw a single word scrawled in Carlin’s writing beneath the seal.
Careful.

A sudden burst of laughter from the campfire made Kelsea jump. Heart
racing, she listened for any sound from the two guards just outside her tent,
but heard nothing.

She took off her own necklace and held the two side by side. They were
indeed identical, perfect twins right down to the minutiae of the chains. It
would be all too easy to mix them up. Kelsea quickly put her own necklace
back on.

She held up the new necklace again, watching the jewel swing back and
forth, puzzled. Carlin had told her that each heir to the Tearling throne wore
the sapphire from the day they were born. Popular legend held the jewel to be
a sort of charm against death. When Kelsea was younger, she had thought
more than once about trying to take the necklace off, but superstition was
stronger; suppose she were struck with lightning on the spot? So she had
never dared to remove it. Carlin had never mentioned a second jewel, and yet

she must have had it in her possession this whole time. Secrets . . . everything



about Carlin was secret. Kelsea didn’t know why she had been entrusted to
Carlin for fostering, or even who Carlin had been in her old life. Someone of
importance, Kelsea assumed; Carlin carried herself with too much grandeur
to live in a cottage. Even Barty’s presence seemed to fade when Carlin
entered the room.

Kelsea stared at the word inside the envelope: Careful. Was it another
reminder to be careful in her new life? Kelsea didn’t think so; she’d heard
chapter and verse on that subject in the past few weeks. It seemed more likely
that the new necklace was different in some way, perhaps even dangerous.
But how? Kelsea’s necklace certainly wasn’t dangerous; Barty and Carlin
would hardly have allowed her to wear it each day otherwise.

She stared at the companion jewel, but it simply dangled there smugly, dim
lamplight glinting from its many facets. Feeling silly, Kelsea tucked the
necklace deep into the breast pocket of her cloak. Perhaps in the daylight it
would be easier to see some difference between the two. The envelope went
inside the casing of the lamp, and Kelsea watched the flames devour the thick
paper, her mind pulsing with low anger. Leave it to Carlin to create more
questions than answers.

She stretched out, looking up at the ceiling of the tent. Despite the men
outside, she felt entirely isolated. Every other night of her life, she’d known
that Barty and Carlin were downstairs, still awake, Carlin with a book in her
hand and Barty whittling or playing with some plant he had found, mixing it
up into a useful anesthetic or antibiotic. Now Barty and Carlin were far away,
already heading south.

It’s only me.

Another low rumble of laughter sounded from around the campfire. Kelsea
briefly debated going out there and attempting to at least speak to the guards,
but she discarded the idea. They spoke of women, or battles, or perhaps old



companions . . . her presence wouldn’t be welcome. Besides, she was
exhausted from the ride and the cold, and her thigh muscles ached horribly.

She blew out the lamp and turned over on her side to wait for uneasy sleep.

The next day they rode more slowly, for the weather had turned murky. The

air had lost its icy feel, but now a thin, sickly mist clung to everything,
wrapping around tree trunks and moving over the ground in visible tides. The
country was gradually flattening, the woods growing sparser each hour, trees
giving way to thick undergrowth. More animals, most of them strange to
Kelsea, began to appear: smaller squirrels and drooling, doglike creatures that
would have seemed like wolves but that they were docile and fled at the sight
of the troop. But they didn’t see a single deer, and when the morning was
well over, Kelsea identified another source of her growing uneasiness: not a
single note of birdsong.

The guards seemed subdued as well. Kelsea had been awakened several
times during the night by the continuous laughter from the campfire and had
wondered whether they would ever shut up and go to sleep. Now all of their
mirth seemed to have departed with the bright weather. As they day wore on,
Kelsea noticed more and more of the guards shooting hunted glances behind
them, though she could see nothing but trees.

Near midday, they stopped to water the horses at a small stream that
bisected the forest. Carroll pulled out a map and huddled around it with
several guards; from the snatches of conversation she overheard, Kelsea
gathered that the mist was causing problems, making landmarks difficult to
see.

She limped over to a large, flat rock beside the stream. Sitting down was
excruciating, her hip muscles seeming to peel away from the bone when she

bent her knees. With some maneuvering, she got herself sitting cross-legged,



only to find that her bottom was also aching from hours on the saddle.

Elston, the hulking, broad-shouldered guard who had ridden beside Kelsea
for much of the journey, followed her to the rock and stationed himself five
feet away. When she looked up, he grinned unpleasantly, showing a mouthful
of broken teeth. She tried to ignore him and stretched out one of her legs,
reaching toward her foot. Her thigh muscles felt as though they were being
shredded.

“Sore?” Elston asked her. His teeth gave him difficulty with enunciating;
Kelsea had to think for a moment to figure out what he’d meant.

“Not at all.”

“Hell, you can barely move.” He chuckled, then added, “Lady.”

Kelsea reached out and grabbed her toes. Her thigh muscles screamed, and
Kelsea felt them as raw flesh, seams that opened and bled inside her body.
She held her toes for perhaps five seconds and then released them. When she
looked up at Elston again, she found him still smiling his jagged smile. He
didn’t say anything else, only stood there until it was time for them to mount
up again.

They made camp near sunset. Kelsea had barely dropped to the ground
when her reins were plucked from her hand; she turned and found Mace
guiding the mare away. She opened her mouth to protest, but thought better
of that and turned back to the rest of the Guard, who were also going about
their various tasks. She noticed the youngest guard pulling the makings of her
tent from his saddlebags.

“I’ll do it!” she called and strode across the clearing, holding out her hand
for some tool, perhaps some weapon, she didn’t care which. She’d never felt
more useless.

The guard handed her a flat-headed mallet and remarked, “The tent does
require two people, Highness. May I help you?”



“Of course,” Kelsea replied, pleased.

Given one person to hold things and one to pound them in, the tent was a
simple enough business, and Kelsea talked to the guard as she moved along
with the mallet. His name was Pen, and he was indeed relatively young; he
appeared to be no more than thirty, and his face held none of the wrinkles or
wear that seemed tunneled into the faces of the rest of the guards. He was
handsome, with dark hair and an open, good-natured face. But then again,
they were all handsome, her mother’s guards, even those over forty, even
Elston (when his mouth was closed). Surely her mother wouldn’t have
chosen her guards only for their looks?

Kelsea found Pen easy to talk to. When she asked his age, he told her he’d
just had his thirtieth birthday four days since.

“You’re too young to have been in my mother’s guard.”

“That’s right, Lady. I never knew your mother.”

“Then why did they bring you on this errand?”

Pen shrugged and made a self-explanatory gesture toward his sword.

“How long have you been a guard?”

“Mace found me when I was fourteen years old, Lady. I’ve been in training
ever since.”

“With no ruler in residence? Have you been guarding my uncle?”

“No, Lady.” A shadow of distaste crossed Pen’s face, so quickly Kelsea
might have imagined it. “The Regent keeps his own guard.”

“I see.” Kelsea finished pounding a stake into the ground, then stood up and
stretched with a grimace, feeling her back pop.

“Are you adjusting to the pace, Highness? I assume you’ve undertaken few
long journeys on horseback.”

“The pace is fine. And necessary, I understand.”

“True enough, Lady.” Pen lowered his voice, glancing around them. “We’re



being tracked hard.”

“How do you know?”

“The hawks.” Pen pointed skyward. “They’ve been behind us since we left
the Keep. We arrived late yesterday because we took several detours to throw
off pursuit. But the hawks can’t be fooled. Whoever controls them will be
behind us now—"

Pen paused. Kelsea reached out for another stake and remarked casually, “I
heard no hawks today.”

“Mort hawks make no sound, Lady. They’re trained for silence. But every
now and again, you might see them in the sky if you’re looking out for them.
They’re devilish quick.”

“Why don’t they attack?”

“Our numbers.” Pen spread out the last corner of the tent so that Kelsea
could stake it. “The Mort train their hawks as you would soldiers, and they
won’t waste themselves by attacking a superior force. They’ll try to pick us
off one by one if they can.”

Pen paused again, and Kelsea waved the mallet at him. “You needn’t worry
about frightening me. I must fear death no matter which stories you choose to
tell.”

“Perhaps, Lady, but fear can be hobbling in its own way.”

“These pursuers, do they come from my uncle?”

“Likely, Lady, but the hawks suggest that your uncle has help.”

“Explain.”

Pen looked over his shoulder, muttering, “It was a direct order. Should
Carroll ask, I’'ll tell him so. Your uncle has dealt with the Red Queen for
years. Some say they’ve made alliance in secret.”

The Red Queen of Mortmesne. No one knew who she was, or where she

came from, but she had become a powerful monarch, presiding over a long



and bloody reign, well over a century now. Carlin considered Mortmesne a
threat; an alliance with the neighboring kingdom could be a good thing.
Before she could ask further questions, Pen had moved on. “The Mort aren’t
supposed to sell their weaponry to the Tear, but anyone with enough money
can get hold of Mort hawks on the black market. My guess is, we have Caden
behind us.”

“The assassins’ guild?”

Pen snorted. “A guild. That’s assigning them too much organization, Lady.
But yes, they’re assassins, and very competent ones. Rumor is that your uncle
has offered a large reward to anyone who can track you down. The Caden
live for such challenges.”

“Will our numbers not stop them?”

“No.”

Kelsea digested this information, looking around her. In the middle of the
camp, three guards were hunched around the pile of gathered firewood,
cursing assiduously as it refused to light. The others were dragging felled
trees together to make a crude enclosure around the camp. The purpose
behind all of these defenses was clear enough now, and Kelsea felt a helpless
trickle of fear, mixed with guilt. Nine men, all of them now targeted along
with her.

“Sir!”

Carroll came stomping out of the trees. “What is it?”

“Hawk, sir. From the northwest.”

“Well-spotted, Kibb.” Carroll rubbed his forehead and, after a moment’s
deliberation, approached the tent.

“Pen, go help them with dinner.”

Pen gave Kelsea a brief, mischievous smile that seemed to convey goodwill

and disappeared into the dusk.



Carroll’s eyes were dark circles. “They come for us, Lady. We’re being
tracked.”

Kelsea nodded.

“Can you fight?”

“I can defend myself against a single attacker with my knife. But I know
little of swords.” And, Kelsea realized suddenly, she had been trained in self-
defense by Barty, whose reflexes were not those of a young man. “I’m no
fighter.”

Carroll tilted his head, a flash of humor in his dark eyes. “I don’t know
about that, Lady. I’ve watched you on this journey; you hide your discomfort
well. But we’re coming to the point”—Carroll looked around and lowered his
voice, then continued—“we’re coming to the point where I may need to split
my men to evade pursuit. If so, my choice of bodyguard for you will depend
much on your own abilities.”

“Well, I’'m a fast reader, and I know how to make stew.”

Carroll nodded in approval. “You’ve a sense of humor about all this, Lady.
You’ll need one. You're entering a life of great danger.”

“You’ve all placed yourselves in great danger to escort me to the Keep,
yes?”

“Your mother charged us with this task, Lady,” Carroll replied stiffly. “Our
own honor would allow nothing less.”

“You were my mother’s man, were you not?”

“I was.”

“Once I’m delivered to the Keep, will you be the Regent’s man?”

“I haven’t decided, Lady.”

“Can I do anything to influence that decision?”

He looked away, clearly uncomfortable. “Lady . . .”

“Speak freely.”



Carroll made a helpless gesture with his hands. “Lady, I think you’re made
of much stronger stuff than you appear. You strike me as one who might
make a real queen one day, but you’re marked for death, and so are those
who follow you. I have family, Lady. Children. I wouldn’t use my children as
a stake in a game of cards; I can’t set their lives at hazard by following you,
not in the face of such odds.”

Kelsea nodded, hiding her disappointment. “I understand.”

Carroll seemed relieved. Perhaps he had expected her to begin blubbering.
“Because of my station, I would know nothing of any specific plot against
you. You may have better luck asking Lazarus, our Mace; he’s always been
able to discover what others can’t.”

“We’ve met,” Kelsea replied.

“Be wary of God’s Church. I doubt the Holy Father bears any special love
for the Regent, but he must love the person who sits on the throne and holds
the keys to the treasury. He’ll play the odds, just as we must.”

Kelsea nodded again. Carlin had said something very similar, only a few
days ago.

“All of these men in my troop are good men. I stake my life on it. Your
executioner, when he comes, won’t be one of us.”

“Thank you, Captain.” Kelsea watched as the guards finally lit a fire and
began to fan the small flame. “I guess it will be a hard road from now on.”

“So your mother said, eighteen years ago, when she charged me to bring
you back.”

Kelsea blinked. “Didn’t she charge you to take me away?”

“No. It was Lazarus who smuggled you out of the castle when you were a
baby. He’s invaluable that way.”

Carroll smiled, remembering something Kelsea couldn’t share. He had a

nice smile, but again Kelsea noted the gauntness about his face, and



wondered whether he might be ill. His gaze lingered on the sapphire, which
had once again escaped from Kelsea’s shirt. He abruptly turned away, leaving
her with a muddle of information to sort through. She dug deep into the
pocket of her cloak and felt the second jewel nestled there.

“Your Highness!” Pen called from the campfire, which was burning
brightly now. “There’s a small stream to the east, if you wish to clean up.”

Kelsea nodded, still turning Carroll’s advice over in her mind, trying to
analyze it as a practical problem. She would need a bodyguard and a staff of
her own. Where was she to find people loyal enough to resist the Regent’s
threats and bribes? Loyalty couldn’t be built on nothing, and it certainly
couldn’t be bought, but it the meantime, she would have to eat.

She wished she had thought to ask Carroll about her mother. He had
guarded Queen Elyssa for years; he must know all about her. But no, every
Queen’s Guard took a vow of secrecy. He wouldn’t divulge anything, not
even to Kelsea. She gritted her teeth. She had automatically assumed that the
transition to a new life would bring an end to all secrets; after all, she would
be the Queen. But these men would be no more willing than Carlin to give
her the information she sought.

She had meant to try to take a bath tonight after they stopped riding; her
hair was oily, and she was beginning to smell her own sweat whenever she
moved. The nearby stream would serve her purpose, but the thought of
bathing under the watchful eyes of Pen or Elston, or worse, Lazarus, was
unthinkable. She would just have to bear the filth, and take some comfort in
the fact that her guards certainly didn’t smell any better. She gathered her
greasy hair and fastened it into a bun, then hopped off the rock to go and find

the stream.

That night the guards were boisterous around the campfire again. Kelsea lay



in her tent, first trying to sleep and then fuming. It was hard enough to nod
off when her brain was crammed with questions, but the constant bursts of
drunken laughter made it impossible. She wrapped her cloak around her head,
determined to ignore them. But when they broke into a filthy song about a
woman with a rose tattoo, Kelsea finally tore the cloak off her head, put it on,
and left the tent.

The guards had set up bedrolls around the fire, but none of them appeared to
have seen any use yet. The air was heavy with an unpleasant, yeasty smell
that Kelsea deduced must be beer, although there had never been any alcohol
at the cottage. Carlin wouldn’t allow it.

Only Carroll and Mace stood when she approached. They appeared to be
sober, but the rest of the Guard simply regarded her unblinkingly. Elston, she
saw, had fallen asleep with his head on a thick oak log.

“Did you need something, Lady?” Carroll asked.

Kelsea wanted to shriek at them, to let out two pent-up hours’ worth of
sleeplessness. But then she looked around at their reddened faces and thought
better of it. Carlin said that it was easier to reason with a toddler than with a
drunk. Besides, drunken people in books often disclosed secrets. Perhaps
Kelsea could actually get them to talk to her.

She tucked her cloak beneath herself and sat down between Elston and Pen.
“I want to know what happens when we reach New London.”

Pen turned a bleary gaze toward her. “What happens?”

“Will my uncle try to kill me when we get to the Keep?”

They all stared at her for a moment, until Mace finally answered,
“Probably.”

“Your uncle couldn’t kill anybody,” Coryn muttered. “I’d be more worried
about the Caden.”

“We don’t know they’re behind us,” the red-bearded man argued.



“We don’t know anything,” Carroll announced in a shut-up voice, and
turned back to Kelsea. “Lady, wouldn’t you rather simply trust us to protect
you?”

“Y our mother always did,” added the red-bearded man.

Kelsea narrowed her eyes. “What’s your name?”

“Dyer, Lady.”

“Well, Dyer, you’re not dealing with my mother. You’re dealing with me.”

Dyer blinked owlishly in the dim light. After a moment, he murmured, “I
meant no offense, Lady.”

She nodded and turned back to Carroll. “I was asking what happens when
we get there.”

“I doubt we’ll actually have to fight our way into the Keep, Lady. We’ll
bring you in in high daylight; the city will be crowded this weekend, and the
Regent isn’t brave enough to kill you in front of the wide world. But they’ll
come for you in the Keep, without doubt.”

“Who is they?”

Mace spoke up. “The Mort. Your uncle isn’t the only one who wants you
dead, Lady. The Red Queen has everything to gain by keeping the Regent on
the throne.”

“Isn’t the castle inside the Keep secure?”

“There’s no castle. The Keep’s enormous, but it’s a single structure: your
castle.”

Kelsea blushed. “I didn’t know that. No one told me much about the Keep.”

“What the hell were you learning all these years?” asked Dyer.

Carroll chuckled. “You know Barty. He was a great medic, but not much of
a details man. Not unless he was talking about his precious plants.”

Kelsea didn’t want to hear about other people’s experiences with Barty. She

cut Dyer off before he could reply and asked, “What about our pursuers?”



Carroll shrugged. “Caden, probably, with a little Mort assistance. The
hawks we’ve spotted may be merely hawks, but I think not. Your uncle isn’t
above taking help from the Mort.”

“Of course not,” slurred Elston, sitting up from his log and wiping drool
from the corner of his mouth. “Surprised the Regent doesn’t use his own
women as shields.”

“I thought the Tearling was poor,” Kelsea interrupted. “What would my
uncle give in return for such an alliance? Lumber?”

The guards glanced at each other, and Kelsea felt them unite against her in
silence, as plainly as if they’d had a conversation.

“Lady,” Carroll said apologetically, “many of us spent our lives guarding
your mother. We don’t cease to protect her just because she’s dead.”

“I was never in Queen Elyssa’s Guard,” Pen ventured. “Couldn’t [—”

“Pen, you’re a Queen’s Guard.”

Pen shut up.

Kelsea looked around the circle. “Do all of you know who my father is?”

They stared back at her in mute rebellion. Kelsea felt her temper begin to
rise, and bit down hard on the inside of her right cheek, an old reflex. Carlin
had cautioned her many times that a wild temper was something a ruler
couldn’t afford, so Kelsea had learned to control her temper around Carlin,
and she had fallen for it. But Barty had known better. He was the one who’d
suggested she bite down on something. Pain counteracted the anger, at least
temporarily, sent it somewhere else. But the frustration didn’t go anywhere. It
was like being back in the schoolroom with Carlin. These men knew so many
things, and they wouldn’t tell her a single one. “Well, then, what can you tell
me about the Red Queen?”

“She’s a witch,” the handsome blond guard announced flatly. It was the first
time Kelsea had heard him speak. The fire highlighted his face, chiseled and



symmetrical. His eyes were a pure, wintry blue. Had her mother chosen them
for their looks? Kelsea shied away from the thought. She had a very specific
idea of what her mother should have been like, an idea created in her earliest
days and then woven, embellished, each year she remained trapped in the
cottage. Her mother was a beautiful, kind woman, warm and reachable where
Carlin was cold and distant. Her mother never withheld. Her mother would
be coming for her someday, to take her away from the cottage and its endless
routines of learning and practicing and preparation in a grand rescue. It was
just taking a bit longer than expected.

When Kelsea was seven, Carlin sat her down in the library one day and told
her that her mother was long dead. This put an end to the dreams of escape,
but it didn’t stop Kelsea from constructing new and more elaborate fantasies:
Queen Elyssa had been a great queen, beloved by all of her people, a hero
who made sure that the poor were fed and the sick doctored. Queen Elyssa sat
on her throne and dispensed justice to those who couldn’t seek justice for
themselves. When she died, they carried her body in a parade through the
streets of the city while the people wept and a battalion of the Tear army
clashed its swords in salute. Kelsea had honed and polished this vision until
she could invoke it at any moment. It dulled her own fear of being Queen, to
think that when she returned to the city at nineteen to take the throne, they
would give her a parade also, and Kelsea would ride to the Keep surrounded
by cheers and weeping, waving benevolently the whole way.

Now, looking around at the group of men around the campfire, Kelsea felt a
trickle of unease. What did she really know about her mother, the Queen?
What could she really know, when Carlin had always refused to say?

“Come on, Mhurn,” Dyer replied to the blond man, shaking his head. “No
one ever proved that the Red Queen’s actually a witch.”

Mhurn glared at him. “She is a witch. Doesn’t matter whether she’s got the



powers or not. Anyone who lived through the Mort invasion knows she’s a
witch.”

“What about the Mort invasion?” Kelsea asked, interested. Carlin had never
explained the invasion or its causes very well. Twenty years ago the Mort had
entered the Tearling, carved their way through the country, and reached the
very walls of the Keep. And then . . . nothing. The invasion was over.
Whatever had happened, Carlin skipped right over it in each history lesson.

Mhurn ignored Carroll, who had begun to scowl at him, and continued,
“Lady, I have a friend who went through the Battle of the Crithe. The Red
Queen sent three legions of Mort army into the Tearling and gave them free
rein en route to New London. The Crithe was wholesale slaughter. Tear
villagers armed with wooden clubs fought Mort soldiers armed with iron and
steel, and when the men were dead every female between five and eighty—"

“Mhurn,” Carroll murmured. “Remember who you’re talking to.”

Elston spoke up unexpectedly. “I’ve been watching her all day, sir. Believe
me, she’s a tough little thing.”

Kelsea nearly smiled, but the impulse dried up quickly as Mhurn continued,
staring at the fire as though hypnotized. “My friend fled his village with his
family as the Mort army approached. He tried to cross the Crithe and make
for the villages in the north, but he wasn’t fast enough, and unfortunately for
him, he had a young and pretty wife. She died before his eyes, with the tenth
Mort soldier still inside her.”

“Christ, Mhurn!” Dyer got up and staggered off toward the edge of the
camp.

“Where are you going?” Carroll called.

“Where do you think? I’ve got to take a piss.”

Kelsea suspected that Mhurn had told his tale merely to shock her, and so

she kept her face still. But the moment their attention was diverted from her,



she swallowed hard, tasting something sour in the back of her throat.
Mhurn’s story was very different from reading about unrestricted warfare in a
book.

Mhurn looked around the campfire, his blond head lowered aggressively.
“Anyone else think this is information the new queen shouldn’t have?”

“I only question your timing, you ass,” Carroll replied softly. “There’ll be
plenty of time for your tales once she gets on the throne.”

“If she gets there.” Mhurn had located his mug and now he took a great
gulp, swallowing convulsively. His eyes were bloodshot, and he looked so
tired that Kelsea wondered if he should stop drinking, but could think of no
way to suggest it. “Rape and murder went on in every village in their path,
Lady, in a straight line through the country, all the way from the Argive to
the walls of New London. They even slaughtered the babies. A Mort general
named Ducarte went from the Almont Plain to the walls of New London with
a Tear baby’s corpse strapped to his shield.”

Kelsea wanted to ask what had happened at the walls of New London, for
that was where Carlin’s tales always stopped. But she agreed with Carroll:
Mhurn needed to be reined in. Besides, she wasn’t sure she could handle any
more first-person history. “What’s your point?”

“My point is that soldiers, most soldiers, aren’t born wanting to act that
way. They aren’t even trained to act that way. War crimes come from one of
two sources, situation or leadership. It wasn’t the situation; the Mort army
went through the Tearling like a knife through warm butter. It was a holiday
for them. Brutality and massacre happened because that’s what the Red
Queen wanted to happen. The last census found over two million people in
the Tearling, and I’m not sure they know how precarious their position is.
But, Lady, I thought that you should know.”

Kelsea swallowed, then asked, “What happened to your friend?”



“They stabbed him in the gut and left him to bleed to death when they
moved on. They did a poor job, and he survived. But the Mort army took his
ten-year-old daughter in their train. He never saw her alive again.”

Dyer came sauntering back from the trees and plopped down on his bedroll.
Kelsea stared into the fire, remembering one morning at her desk in Carlin’s
library. Carlin showed her an old map of the border between the Tearling and
New Europe, a ragged line that ran down the eastern end of the Reddick
Forest and the Almont Plain. Carlin was a great admirer of New Europe.
Even in the early wake of the Crossing, when borders were barely drawn and
the southern New World was a battlefield for warlords, New Europe had been
a thriving representative democracy with nearly universal participation in
elections. But the Red Queen had changed many things; now New Europe
was Mortmesne, and democracy had vanished.

“What does the Red Queen want, then?” Kelsea had asked Carlin. She had
no interest in maps and wanted to wrap up the lesson.

“What conquerors always want, Kelsea: everything, with no end in sight.”

Carlin’s tone had left Kelsea with a certainty: Carlin, who feared nothing,
feared the Red Queen. Queen’s Guards were supposed to fear nothing as
well, but as Kelsea looked around now, she saw a different story in their
faces. She strove for a lighter tone. “Well, then, I’d best not let the Red
Queen invade again.”

Dyer snorted. “Precious little you could do, Lady, if she took it into her
head.”

Carroll clapped his hands. “Now that we’ve had our bedtime story from
Mhurn, it’s time to sleep. And if any of you want a good-night kiss from
Elston, let him know.”

Elston chortled into his mug and then spread his huge arms. “Aye, for all

who enjoy the tough love.”



Kelsea stood up, tightening her cloak. “Won’t you all be hung over in the
morning?”

“Probably,” muttered the dark-haired guard named Kibb.

“Is it really a good idea for so many of you to be drunk on this journey?”

Carroll snorted. “Lazarus and I are the real Guard, Lady. These other seven
are window dressing.”

All of them burst out laughing, and Kelsea, feeling excluded again, turned
and wandered back toward her tent. None of the men followed her, and she
wondered whether anyone would guard the tent tonight. But when she turned
around, Mace was right behind her, his tall silhouette unmistakable even in
the dark.

“How do you do that?”

He shrugged. “It’s a gift.”

Kelsea ducked into her tent and fastened the flap. Stretching out on her
bedding, she tucked a hand beneath her cheek. She had put on a bravura front
by the campfire, but now she was shivering, first in her chest and then
spreading to the rest of her body. According to Carlin, Mortmesne loomed
large over its neighbors. The Red Queen demanded control, and she had it. If
the Regent had truly allied with her, she even had control of the Tearling.

A hacking cough came from the direction of the campfire, but this time
Kelsea didn’t find the noise irritating. Digging inside her cloak, she took out
the second necklace and squeezed it tightly in one hand, her own sapphire in
the other. Staring at the apex of the tent, she thought of women raped and

babies on the points of swords, and sleep didn’t come for a very long time.
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Chapter 2
The Pursuit

The Tearling is not a large kingdom, but it embraces a wide
variety of geography and climate. The heart of the country is
flat and temperate, much of it rich farmland. In the west, the
kingdom is bordered by the Tearling Gulf, and beyond that
God’s Ocean, which remained uncrossed until well into the
Glynn Queen’s reign. In the south, the country becomes dusty
and dry as it reaches the borders of Cadare. On the northern
border, above the Reddick Forest, foothills climb into the
Fairwitch, an impassable mountain range. And in the east, of
course, the Tearling runs a jagged border with Mortmesne. As
years passed and the Red Reign of Mortmesne progressed,
Tearling monarchs watched this eastern border with deepening
unease . . . and for good reason.

—The Tearling as a Military Nation, CaLLow THE MARTYR

Early in the morning, before the sun even thought of breaking the horizon,

the Queen of Mortmesne woke from a nightmare.

She lay frozen for a moment, her breath coming quickly, until she



recognized the familiar scarlet of her own apartments. The walls were
paneled in Tear oak, and everywhere the wood was embossed with dragons,
the pattern dyed red. The Queen’s bed was enormous, draped in scarlet silk,
seamless and comfortable. But now the pillow beneath her head was soaked
with sweat. It was the dream, the same dream that had woken her for two
weeks now: the girl, the fire, the man in pale grey with the face she could
never quite see, and finally the last flight to the borders of her land.

The Queen rose and moved to the bank of windows that overlooked the city.
The borders of the panes were opaque with frost, but her apartments were
quite warm. The glassmakers in Cadare created such a marvel of insulation
that many claimed they used magic, but the Queen knew this to be false.
There was no magic in the surrounding kingdoms but that which she
permitted, and she had given the Cadarese no license to enchant their glass or
anything else. But the insulation was an impressive achievement. Each year,
Mortmesne took a significant portion of Cadare’s tribute in glass.

Below the Queen lay the crown city of Demesne, silent and mostly dark. A
glance at the sky told her it was just before the fourth hour; only the bakers
would be awake. The castle beneath her was dead silent, for all of them knew
that the Queen never rose before the sun.

Until now.

The girl, the girl. She was the hidden child, Elyssa’s child, she could be no
one else. In the Queen’s dreams she was sturdy and dark-haired, with a
strong, determined face and her mother’s green Raleigh eyes. But unlike
Elyssa, she was a plain thing, and somehow that seemed the worst detail of
all, the one that conveyed the most reality. The rest of the dream was a blur of
pursuit, thoughts of nothing but escape while the Queen attempted to outrun
the man in grey and what appeared to be a conflagration behind him. But

when she woke, it was the girl’s face that remained: round and unremarkable,



just as her own had once been.

The Queen would have had one of her seers interpret the dream, but they
were all merely frauds who enjoyed dressing in veils. Liriane had been the
only one with any true gift, and now Liriane was dead. There was no need of
the sight anyway. In broad stroke if not in detail, the meaning of the dream
was plain enough: disaster.

A thick, guttural sound came from behind her, and the Queen whirled
around. But it was only the slave in her bed. She had forgotten about him.
He’d performed well, and she’d kept him for the night; a good fuck chased
the dreams right away. But she loathed snoring. She watched him with
narrowed eyes for a moment, waiting to see if he would do it again. But he
only grunted softly and rolled over, and after a moment the Queen turned to
stare out the window again, her thoughts already distant.

The girl. If not dead already, she would be soon. But it rankled, to have
been unable to find the jewels all these years. Even Liriane had seen nothing
of the girl’s whereabouts, and Liriane had known Elyssa well, better than the
Queen herself. It was maddening . . . a girl child of known age, with a
singular marking on her arm? Even if the child kept the jewels hidden, it
should have been an easy search. The Tearling wasn’t a large kingdom.

Where did you hide her, you bitch?

Possibly outside the Tearling, but that would have shown considerable
imagination for Elyssa. Besides, any hiding place outside the Tearling would
have brought the child under greater dominion of Mortmesne. Elyssa had
assumed until the very end that the greatest threat to her child would come
from outside the Tearling, and that was another error of judgment. No, the
girl was still in the Tearling somewhere; she had to be.

Another snorting rumble came from the bed.

The Queen shut her eyes and rubbed her temples. She hated snoring. She



looked longingly at her fire, considered lighting it. The dark thing might give
her answers, if she was brave enough to ask questions. But it didn’t like to be
summoned, except in the gravest need, and it had no use for weakness. To
ask it for help would be to admit doubt of her own ability to find the child.

Not a child anymore. I must stop thinking of her that way. The girl would be
nineteen now, and Elyssa hadn’t been a complete fool. Wherever the girl had
gone, someone had been training her to survive. To rule.

And I can’t see the jewels.

Another disquieting thought. In the dreams, the girl never wore a necklace;
there was no sign of either sapphire. What did that mean? Had Elyssa hidden
the jewels somewhere else?

The slave was now snoring steadily, waves that began innocuously enough
but built to a crescendo of sound that was probably audible in the bakeries
twenty floors below. The Queen had handpicked him for his dark skin and
aquiline nose, a clear sign of Mort blood. He was one of the Exiled, a
descendant of Mort traitors banished to the western protectorate of Callae.
Although she had sent them to Callae herself, the Queen still found the idea
of the Exiled strangely exciting. But a slave who snored was no use to
anyone.

On the wall beside the window were two buttons, one black and one red.
The Queen considered for a moment and then pushed the black button.

Four men came through the door, nearly soundless, clad in the black of the
palace guard. All of them had swords drawn. Ghislaine, her guard captain,
was not among them, but of course he wouldn’t be. He was too old to work
nights anymore.

The Queen pointed to the bed. The guards pounced, laying hold of the
snoring man, one to each limb. The slave awoke with a gasp and began to
struggle. He kicked a guard with his left leg and rolled over, fighting his way



toward the end of the bed.

“Majesty?” asked the ranking guard, gritting his teeth as he held on to a
flailing arm.

“Take him down to the lab. Have them remove his tongue and uvula. And
sever his vocal cords, just in case.”

The slave screamed and struggled harder as her guard worked to pin him to
the bed. One had to admire his strength; he freed his right arm and left leg
before one of her guard planted an elbow in the small of his back. The slave
gave a shriek of agony and ceased his struggles.

“And after surgery, Majesty?”

“Once he’s healed, offer him to Lady Dumont with our compliments. If she
doesn’t want him, give him to Lafitte.”

She turned back to the window as her guard hauled the man from the room,
still screaming. Helene Dumont might well want him; being too stupid to
hold up a conversation, she liked her men quiet. The shrieks became abruptly
muffled as the guards closed the door, and soon they faded altogether.

The Queen tapped her fingers on the windowsill, considering. The fireplace
beckoned her, almost begging her to light it, but she was certain that would
be the wrong course. The situation wasn’t that dire. The Regent had hired the
Caden, and despite her disdain of all things Tear, even the Queen didn’t
underestimate the Caden. Besides, if the girl did somehow manage to reach
New London alive, Thorne’s people would take care of her. One way or
another, by March, she would have the girl’s head on her wall and both
necklaces in hand, and then she would be able to sleep, dreamless. The
Queen stretched out both hands, palms up, and snapped her fingers. Far out
on the western horizon, near the Tear border, lightning flickered.

She turned and went back to her bed.



The third day of the journey began well before sunrise. Kelsea rose when

she heard the clink of arms in the darkness outside her tent and began to
dress, determined to break down the tent herself before one of the guards
tried to do it for her. She was about to light the lamp when she realized that
she could already see. Everything in the tent was lit with a thin, sickly glow,
and she easily spotted her shirt in the corner. But her shirt looked blue.

She looked around cautiously, seeking the source of the light. It took two
complete turns before she realized that she was casting no shadow on the tent
walls, that the light was coming from her. The sapphire around her neck was
glowing, giving off its own light, not the cobalt glitter that it always reflected
in firelight but a deep aquamarine blaze that seemed to come from within the
jewel itself. She clutched the pendant in her palm and made a second
discovery: the thing was giving off actual heat. It was at least twenty degrees
hotter than her body temperature.

Uncovering the stone, she watched the blue light dance across the canvas
interior of the tent. The sapphire had lain around her neck all of her life, and
other than its annoying habit of popping free of her clothing, it had never
done anything remarkable. But now it was undeniably radiant in the darkness.

Magic, Kelsea thought wonderingly, staring at the cerulean light. Like
something out of one of Carlin’s books.

Reaching down, she grabbed her cloak and dug into the pocket for the other
necklace. She pulled it out eagerly, then sank back in disappointment. The
companion jewel looked exactly the same, a large blue sapphire in the palm
of her hand. It gave off no light.

“Galen! Help me saddle!”

The voice outside, a gruff rumble that Kelsea already recognized as Mace’s,
brought her back to herself. There was no time to marvel at the light; rather,

she needed to conceal it. She dug in her bags for her thickest, darkest shirt,



burgundy wool, put it on and tucked the necklace beneath, then pinned her
hair into a tight bun and covered it with a thick knitted hat. The jewel lay like
a tiny warm coal between her breasts, radiating a pleasant heat that cut into
the bitter cold of early morning. Still, it wouldn’t keep her warm all day; she
donned an extra layer of clothing and her gloves before venturing outside.

The eastern sky showed only a thin line of cornflower against the shadow of
the hills. As Kelsea approached, Galen broke from the group packing the
horses and brought her several pieces of half-cooked bacon, which she
wolfed hungrily. She broke her tent down alone, pleased that no one came to
help. Carroll gave her a nod of greeting on his way to the small copse that
held the horses, but his face was still shadowed, and he looked as though he
hadn’t slept at all.

Kelsea packed the tent onto Pen’s horse before turning to her own
saddlebags. Even May the mare seemed to have softened toward her
overnight; Kelsea held out a carrot from a pile that Mace produced, and May
seemed content to eat from her hand.

“Hawk, sir! Two of them on the eastern horizon!”

Kelsea scanned the lightening sky but saw nothing. The stillness was
unnerving. She had grown up in a forest filled with hawks, and their high,
savage cries had always chilled her blood. But this silence was worse.

Carroll had been tightening saddlebags onto his horse. Now he stopped and
stared at the sky overhead, mulling something over. After a moment he
called, “All of you! Over here now! Pen, finish getting that fire out!”

The men gathered around, most of them carrying supplies. Pen came last,
his face smudged with ash. They began to distribute the supplies among the
various saddlebags, but Carroll barked, “Leave them!”

He rubbed his bleary eyes. “We’re being hunted, lads. And my heart tells

me they’re drawing close.”



Several of the guards nodded.

“Pen, you’re the smallest. Give the Queen your cloak and armor.”

Pen’s face tightened, but he nodded, unclasped his cloak, and began to shed
his armor. Kelsea reached into her pocket and grabbed the second necklace,
burying it in her fist, before drawing off her own cloak. They began to buckle
Pen’s armor onto her body, one piece at a time. The iron was incredibly
heavy; several times Kelsea had to stifle a grunt as each new piece settled
upon her frame.

“We’ll split up,” Carroll announced. “They won’t be a large company, and
we have to hope they can’t track us all in force. Go in any direction you
please, so long as you don’t go together. We regroup on the Keep Lawn.”

He turned to Pen. “Pen, you’ll trade horses with the Queen as well. If we’re
fortunate, they’ll put all their energy into tracking the mare.”

Kelsea swayed slightly as Mhurn settled a breastplate against her shoulders.
It was flat, made for a man, and her breasts throbbed painfully as he began to
buckle it in the back.

“Who goes with the Queen?” asked Dyer, looking as though he prayed it
was anyone else.

“Lazarus does.”

Kelsea looked up at Mace, who stood behind Carroll at the edge of the
group. His expression was as disinterested as ever; Carroll might as well have
instructed him to guard a particularly important tree. Some of Kelsea’s doubt
must have shown in her face, for Mace raised his eyebrows, clearly daring
her to argue.

She didn’t.

Carroll smiled bravely at the group of men, but his face was haunted,;
Kelsea felt death on him, could almost see it as a black shadow that waited

over his shoulder. “This errand is our last together, but the most important.



The Queen must reach the Keep, even if we fall seeing it done.”

He made a sign of dismissal, and the men turned to leave. Kelsea
summoned as much force as she could. “Hold!”

“Lady?” Carroll turned back, and the rest stopped on their way to their
horses. Kelsea looked around at them all, their faces hard and resolved in the
ashlight of morning, some of them hating her, she knew, deep down where
their honor wouldn’t allow them to admit it.

“I know that none of you chose this errand, but I thank you for it. I would
welcome any of you in my guard, but either way, your families will be taken
care of. [ swear . . . for what it’s worth.”

She turned back to Carroll, who was watching her with an expression she
couldn’t read. “We can go now, Captain.”

“Lady.” He nodded, and the men began to mount their horses. “Lazarus, a
word!”

Mace stomped up to the two of them. “You’ll not take my horse, Captain.”

“I wouldn’t dare.” A small smile creased Carroll’s face. “Stay with the
Queen, Lazarus, but distant enough that you’ll not be tracked as a pair. I
would make for the Caddell and then follow it to the city. The tide will cover
your tracks.”

Mace nodded, but Kelsea had the oddest flash of intuition: he’d already
evaluated and rejected Carroll’s advice in a heartbeat, choosing his own
direction instead.

“You’ve no time for stories, Lady, but our Lazarus is a renowned escape
artist. If we’re lucky, he may perform his greatest trick.”

Kelsea’s armory was complete. Pen shrugged her green cloak over his
shoulders, where it sat tightly. “Godspeed, Lady,” he murmured, then was
gone.

“Captain.” Kelsea thought of Carlin and Barty standing in the doorway of



the cottage, their dreadful false optimism. “I’ll see you shortly in front of my
throne.”

“No, Lady, you won’t. I’ve seen my own death on this journey. Enough for
me that you sit there.” Carroll mounted his horse, his face drawn with a
terrible and hopeless purpose. Mace reached up a hand, and he grasped it.
“See her safe, Lazarus.”

He spurred his horse into a trot and vanished into the forest.

Kelsea and Mace were left standing alone. Their horses’ breath steamed the
air, and Kelsea realized anew how cold it was. She picked up Pen’s grey
cloak, found a pocket inside the breast, and shoved the second necklace deep
inside before putting the cloak on. The camp around them seemed very
empty, nothing but a pile of dead leaves, the wisps of smoke from the fire,
and the skeletal branches of trees above their heads.

“Where do I go?” she asked.

“Through that treebreak to your left.” Mace helped her mount Pen’s horse, a
deep brown stallion a good hand taller than her mare. Even with Mace’s help,
Kelsea groaned at the effort to haul both her body and Pen’s armor into the
saddle. “You’ll ride north for only a few hundred feet, Lady, and then circle
back east until you ride due south. You won’t see me, but I’ll be near at
hand.”

Feeling the great size of the horse beneath her, Kelsea admitted, “I don’t
ride very well, Lazarus. And I’ve never really ridden fast at all.”

“I’ve noticed, Lady. But Rake is one of our gentlest stallions. Ride him with
a slack rein and he won’t attempt to throw you, though you’re unfamiliar to
him.” Mace’s head whipped up sharply, his gaze fixed above Kelsea. “Go
now, Lady. They’re coming.”

Kelsea hesitated.

“Christ!” Mace slapped the horse’s rump and Rake leaped forward, the reins



nearly jerked from Kelsea’s hands. Behind her, she heard him call out, “Dolls
and dresses, Lady! You’ll need to be tougher than this!”

Then she was off into the woods.

It was a terrible ride. She took the stallion in the wide circle Mace had

described, her whole body itching for the moment when she could go straight
and pick up speed. When she judged the circle wide enough, she checked the
moss on the rocks and began to ride south, Pen’s grey cloak flying behind
her. For a few minutes the armor weighed heavily, seeming to rattle her
whole body each time Rake landed on his front hooves. But after a bit she
found that she could no longer feel the weight of the metal at all. There was
nothing but speed, a pure, clean speed that she had never achieved with
Barty’s aging stallion. The forest flew by her, trees sometimes far off and
sometimes so close that the tips of branches whipped against her mailed
body. A freezing wind screamed in her ears, and she tasted the bitterness of
adrenaline in the back of her throat.

There was no sign of Mace, but she knew he was there, and his last
comment recurred to her every few minutes while she rode, making her face
flush with warmth even beneath the numbness imparted by the wind. She had
thought that she’d been very strong and very brave during this journey; she
had let herself believe that she had impressed them. Carlin had always told
Kelsea that her face was an open book; what if they had all seen her pride?
Would she ever be able to face them again?

Stop that nonsense right now!

Carlin’s voice thundered inside her head, stronger than any humiliation,
stronger than doubt. Kelsea clamped her thighs more tightly against Rake’s
sides and urged him to go faster, and when her cheeks threatened to turn

warm again, she reached up and slapped herself across the face.



After perhaps an hour of hard riding, the woods cleared for good and Kelsea
was suddenly down into pure farmland, the Almont Plain. Carefully tilled
rows of green stretched out as far as she could see, and she mourned inside at
the very flatness of the land, its sameness. There were a few trees, but they
were only thin leafless trunks that twisted upward toward the sky, none of
them sturdy enough to provide any cover. Kelsea rode on, finding lanes
between the rows of crops, cutting across fields only when there was no other
way through. The farming acres were dotted with low homesteads made of
wood and hay-thatched roofs, most of them little more than huts. In the
distance Kelsea could also see several taller, stronger wooden dwellings,
probably the houses of overseers, if not nobles.

She saw many farmers; some of them straightened to get a look at her, or
waved as she flew by. But most, more concerned with their crops, simply
ignored her. The Tear economy ran on farming; farmers worked the fields in
exchange for the right to occupy the noble’s land, but the noble took all of the
profits, except for taxes paid to the crown. Kelsea could hear Carlin’s voice
in the library now, her tone of deep disapproval echoing against the wall of
books: “Serfdom, Kelsea, that’s all it is. Worse, it’s serfdom condoned by the
state. These people are forced to work themselves to the bone for a noble’s
comfortable lifestyle, and if they’re lucky, they’re rewarded with survival.
William Tear came to the New World with a dream of pure socialism, and
this is where we ended up.”

Carlin had hammered this point home many times, but it was very different
for Kelsea to see the system in front of her. The people working the fields
looked hungry; most of them wore shapeless clothes that seemed to hang
from their bones. The overseers, easily identifiable on horses high above the
rows of crops, did not look hungry. They wore broad, flat hats, and each

carried a thick wooden stick whose purpose was painfully clear; when Kelsea



rode close to one of them, she saw that the end of his stick was stained a deep
maroon.

To the east, Kelsea spotted what must be the house of a noble: a high tower
made of red brick. Real brick! Tearling brick was a notoriously poor building
material compared to Mortmesne’s, which was made with better mortar and
commanded at least a pound per kilo. Carlin had an oven made of real bricks,
built for her by Barty, and Kelsea had wondered more than once whether
Barty had bought the bricks off the black market from Mortmesne. Mort
craftsmen weren’t supposed to sell their wares to the Tear, but Mort luxuries
commanded a great price across the border, and Barty had told Kelsea that
anything was available for the right price. But even if Barty wasn’t above
doing a bit of black market business, he and Carlin would never have been
able to afford a brick house. The noble who lived there must be
extraordinarily wealthy. Kelsea’s gaze roved over the people who dotted the
fields, their scarecrow cheeks and necks, and dim anger surfaced in her mind.
She had dreaded being a queen most of her life, and she was ill equipped for
the task, she knew, though Barty and Carlin had done their best. She hadn’t
grown up in a castle, hadn’t been raised in that privileged life. The land she
would rule frightened her in its vastness, but at the sight of the men and
women working in the fields, something inside her seemed to turn over and
breathe deeply for the first time. All of these people were her responsibility.

The sun broke the horizon on Kelsea’s left. She turned to watch it rise and
saw a black shape streak across the blinding sky, there and then gone without
a sound.

A Mort hawk!

She dug her heels into Rake’s sides and relaxed her grip on the reins as far
as she dared. The stallion picked up pace, but it was futile; no manned horse

could outrun a hawk in hunt. She glanced around wildly in all directions and



saw nothing, not even a stand of trees to give them cover, only endless
farmland and ahead, in the distance, the blue gleam of a river. She dug
beneath her cloak for her knife.

“Down! Get down!” Mace shouted behind her. Kelsea ducked and heard the
harsh whistle of talons hitting the air where her head had been.

“Lazarus!”

“Go, Lady!”

She crouched against Rake’s neck and took all pressure off his reins. They
were tearing down the length of the country now, so fast that Kelsea could no
longer distinguish the farmers in the fields, only a continuous blur of brown
and green. It was only a matter of time, she thought, before the horse threw
her and she broke her neck. But even that idea brought its own strange
freedom . . . who could have predicted she would survive this long? She
found herself laughing, wild, out-of-control laughter that was instantly cut to
shreds by the wind.

The hawk swooped in from her right and Kelsea ducked again, but not soon
enough. Talons punctured her neck and ripped through the skin. Blood, thick
and warm, oozed down to her collarbone. The hawk soared off to her left.
Kelsea turned to track it and felt the gash in her neck pull wide open, sending
a shot of pain all the way down her right side.

Hooves were pounding up behind her on the right, but Kelsea didn’t dare
turn around; the hawk was circling in front of her now, preparing to come for
her eyes. It was far larger than any hawk she’d ever seen, a deep, dark black
rather than the usual brown, almost akin to a vulture. Suddenly it dived for
her again, talons outstretched. Kelsea ducked a third time, throwing up her
arm to protect her face.

A sound of muffled impact thudded above her head. Kelsea felt no pain,

waited a moment, and then peeked above her. Nothing.



She glanced to her right, her eyes tearing with the pain of movement, and
found Mace alongside her. The hawk’s body dangled from the spiked head of
his mace, a pulpy mass of blood, feathers, and gleaming innards. He shook
the handle truculently until the bird fell off.

“Mort hawk?” she called over the wind, trying to keep her voice steady.

“For certain, Lady. They’re like no other hawks in the world, black as
midnight and big as dogs. God knows how she’s breeding them.” Mace
slowed his stallion and looked Kelsea over, his gaze assessing. “You’re
wounded.”

“Only my neck.”

“The hawks are killers, but they’re also scouts. A party of assassins will be
behind us now. Can you still ride?”

“Yes, but the blood will leave a trail.”

“About ten miles southwest is the stronghold of a noblewoman who was
loyal to your mother. Can you make it that far?”

Kelsea glared at him. “What sort of weak, housebound woman do you think
I am, Lazarus? I’m bleeding, that’s all. And I’ve never had such a fine time as
on this journey.”

Mace’s dark eyes brightened with understanding. “You’re young and
reckless, Lady. It’s a desirable quality in a warrior, but not in a queen.”

Kelsea frowned.

“Let’s go, Lady. Southwest.”

By now the sun had risen fully over the horizon, and Kelsea thought she
could see their destination: another brick tower outlined against the blue
shimmer of the river. From this distance, the tower had the dimensions of a
toy, but she knew that upon approach it would rear many stories high. Kelsea
wondered if the noblewoman who lived there took toll from the river; Carlin

had told her that many nobles who were situated next to a river or road took



the opportunity to squeeze extra money from those who passed by.

Mace’s head swung back and forth, as though on a swivel, while they rode.
He had tucked his mace back into his belt without even bothering to clean it,
and the hawk’s innards gleamed in the morning sunlight. The sight made
Kelsea feel slightly sick, and she turned to study the country around her,
ignoring the pain in her neck. They were undoubtedly in the center of the
Almont, the great farming plains of the Tearling, with nothing but flat land in
every direction. The river up ahead was either the Caddell or the Crithe, but
Kelsea couldn’t determine which without knowing how far west they’d
ridden. Far to the southwest, she saw a smudge of brown hills and a darker
stain of black against it, possibly the city of New London. But then sweat
dripped into her eye, and by the time she could see again, the brown hills had
vanished like a mirage and green land stretched as far as she could see. The
Tearling felt enormous, much more so than it had ever looked on any of
Carlin’s maps.

They had covered perhaps half the distance to the tower when Mace reached
out and slapped Rake’s rump, hard. The stallion whinnied in protest but
lengthened his stride, tearing off toward the river so suddenly that Kelsea
nearly fell from her saddle. She tried to jog with the stallion’s movement, but
the wound in her neck seemed to tear open each time Rake’s hooves hit the
earth, and Kelsea fought to ignore a dizziness that rose and fell like the tide.

For a time she could hear only Mace behind her, but gradually her ears
picked up the unmistakable sound of hooves, at least several sets in pursuit.
They were gaining, and the river was approaching at an alarming pace.
Peeking over her shoulder, Kelsea saw her worst fears confirmed: Caden,
four of them, perhaps fifty yards back, their bright red cloaks flying in the
wind. Hearing of the Caden in her childhood, Kelsea had asked Barty why

professional assassins would wear such a bright and distinguishable color.



Barty’s answer was not comforting: the Caden were such confident killers
that they could afford to wear bright red and come in daylight. Those cloaks
sent a clear message; something inside Kelsea froze at the sight of them.

Behind her, Mace snarled a curse before shouting, “On the right!”

Looking around, Kelsea now saw a second group of men, perhaps four or
five strong, cloaked in black, bearing down from the northwest, angling to
intercept them before they reached the river. Even if Rake was strong enough
to outrun both parties in pursuit, she would be cut off when the river forced
her to turn. The water itself was wide, perhaps twenty meters across, and
even from this distance, Kelsea could see that the deep green water flowed
rapidly along, occasional spits and sprays betraying underwater rocks. It was
too fast and wild to swim, and no boats were visible. Kelsea saw no option,
but still her thoughts wandered back helplessly across that vast green land
that stretched to all horizons, the fields covered with people. Her
responsibility.

If she could gallop west along the riverbank, she thought, both packs of
pursuers would be forced to follow her along the water’s edge; there would
be no more angles for them to cut her off. They would probably catch her
anyway, but it would extend the time during which a miracle was possible.
She tightened her grip and rode headlong for the river. Blood from the wound
on her neck spattered across her chin and cheek with each stride.

When the water was perhaps fifty feet away, Kelsea yanked on the reins,
trying to take the other riders by surprise with a right turn. But Rake
misinterpreted the movement and stopped short, and Kelsea went flying,
taking in a confused muddle of inverted river and sky before she landed flat
on her stomach. Her wind had been knocked out so completely that she could
only chuff out small puffs of air. She pushed herself up, but her legs wouldn’t
respond. She tried to force breath in and only managed a hitching gasp. The



sound of approaching horses seemed to fill the world.

To her left, a man shouted, “The girl! The girl, damn you! Deal with the
Mace later, take the girl!”

Something crashed to the ground in front of her. Kelsea looked up and saw
Mace, his sword raised in one hand and his mace in the other, facing down
four men in red cloaks. The Caden were all quite different in appearance,
dark and light, tall and short. One even had a mustache. But each face had the
same hard, blank look: disciplined ferocity. The light-skinned assassin got
through Mace’s guard and raked the point of a sword across his collarbone.
Blood spattered across the Caden’s face and sank into the scarlet of his cloak,
but Mace ignored the wound, reached out with one hand, and jabbed his
attacker in the throat. The man in red collapsed with a gargling, choking
sound, his windpipe crushed.

Mace backed up to stand directly in front of Kelsea now, waiting, a weapon
raised in each fist. Another Caden rushed him and Mace dropped to his
knees, his sword slicing through the air. The Caden fell to the ground,
shrieking in agony. His right leg had been severed just below the knee; blood
fountained from the stump in bursts, soaking the riverbank a deep red. After a
moment, Kelsea realized that she was watching the rhythm of the man’s
dying pulse, his heart pumping out his lifeblood onto the sand.

Dimly, she realized that she should do something. But her legs still weren’t
responding, and her ribs ached horribly. The two remaining Caden came at
Mace from each side, but Mace sidestepped them neatly and buried his mace
in the side of one man’s head, crushing it in a spray of blood and bone. Mace
didn’t recover quickly enough; the last assassin reached him and sliced him
up the hip, his sword tearing cleanly through the leather band at Mace’s
waist. Mace dove beneath him, rolled once, and came to his feet with the

grace of an animal, swinging the mace with crushing force against the



assassin’s spine. Kelsea heard a snap, a sound like Barty breaking a branch of
greenwood, and the Caden thumped to the ground.

Behind Mace, Kelsea saw that the black-cloaked men had arrived and
dropped from their horses with swords already drawn. Mace whirled and
charged forward to meet them while Kelsea watched with a sense of
disappointed wonder . . . it seemed such a waste for him to die here. She’d
never heard of anyone beating one Caden swordsman before, let alone four.
She took her hand from her neck and found it slick with blood. Was it
possible to bleed to death from a shallow wound? Barty had never covered
death or dying.

Someone reached beneath Kelsea’s arms and flipped her onto her back.
Black spots danced in front of her eyes. The gash in her neck tore wider and
began to pulse with warm blood. Her legs splayed out, the feeling in them
reawakened to horrible life as though shards of glass were being driven into
her calves. A face loomed just above hers, a face the color of pale death with
fathomless black holes for eyes and a bloodstained mouth, and Kelsea
screamed before she could help it, before she realized that it was only a mask.

“Sir. The Mace.”

Kelsea looked up and saw a second masked man standing in front of her,
though his mask was a mercifully plain black.

“Knock him out,” ordered the man in the white mask. “We’ll take him with
us.”

“Sir?”

“Look around you, How. Four Caden, all by himself! He’ll be trouble, for
certain, but it would be criminal to waste such a fighter. He comes with us.”

Kelsea hauled herself up, though her neck shrieked in protest, and reached a
sitting position in time to see Mace, bleeding from numerous wounds now,

surrounded by several black-masked men. One of them darted forward, quick



as a weasel, and brought his sword hilt down on the back of Mace’s head.

“Don’t!” Kelsea cried as Mace crumpled to the ground.

“He’ll be fine, girl,” said the white-masked man above her. “Get yourself
together.”

Kelsea dragged herself to her feet. “What do you want with me?”

“You’re in no position to demand answers, girl.” He held out a flask of
water, but she ignored it. Black eyes gleamed behind the mask’s eyeholes as
he studied her, peering closely at her neck. “Nasty. How did that happen?”

“A Mort hawk,” Kelsea replied grudgingly.

“God bless your uncle. His taste in allies is no better than his taste in
clothing.”

“Sir! More Caden! From the north!”

Kelsea turned northward. A cloud of dust was visible across the acres of
farmland, deceptively small at this distance, but Kelsea thought that the party
in pursuit must be at least ten men strong, a reddish mass against the horizon.

“Any more hawks?” asked the leader.

“No. How shot one down.”

“Thank Christ for that. Tie up the horses; we’ll take them with us.”

Kelsea turned to look at the river. It was deep and wild, the far bank
covered in trees and shrubs that overhung the water for at least five hundred
yards downstream. If she could swim the width of the river, she could
probably manage to pull herself out.

“What a coveted prize you are,” the leader remarked beside her. “You don’t
look like much.”

Kelsea whirled toward the river. She didn’t make three steps before he
grabbed her elbow and threw her toward a second man, nearly the size of a
bear, who caught her neatly beneath the arms.

“Don’t try to run from us, girl,” the leader told her, his voice cold. “We



might kill you, yes, but the Caden will kill you, and give the Regent your
head as a prize.”

Kelsea weighed her options and decided she had none. Five masked men
surrounded her. Mace lay on the ground twenty feet away; Kelsea could see
him breathing, but his body was limp. When one of the men finished binding
Mace’s hands, two more picked him up and began to bundle him onto his
horse. Kelsea had no sword, and didn’t know how to use one anyway. She
turned back to the leader and nodded her consent.

“Morgan, take her on your horse.” The leader turned and mounted his own
horse, raising his voice as he did so. “Quickly now! Watch for outriders!”

“Up, Lady,” Morgan said, his voice surprisingly gentle in contrast to his
massive frame and black mask. “Here.”

Kelsea placed her foot in the makeshift stirrup of his hands and hauled
herself onto his horse. Her neck was bleeding freely again; the right shoulder
of her shirt was soaked, and scarlet rivulets had begun to drip down her
forearm. She could smell her own blood, a coppery odor like the old pennies
Barty kept in his keepsake box at home. Once a week, he would polish them
meticulously and then show them to Kelsea: dull round copper coins with a
stately bearded man on the face, remnants of a time long gone. It seemed
strange that a good memory could be triggered by the smell of blood.

Morgan climbed up behind her; Kelsea felt the horse settle appreciably
under his weight. His arms provided a sturdy frame on either side. Kelsea
ripped the fabric of her sleeve until she had a good-size patch to press against
her neck. The wound definitely needed stitches, and soon, but she was
determined not to leave a blood trail on the ground.

They galloped along the river’s edge. Kelsea wondered where they could
go, for the river certainly ran too fast and wild for the horses to swim, and

there was no sign of a bridge. Glancing north, Kelsea saw that the group of



red cloaks had changed direction and were now on a direct course to
intercept. But the masked men around her gave no hint of where they were
going, whether they had a plan of escape. The leader rode in front, and
behind him another man rode Mace’s stallion with Mace thrown across the
saddle, his inert form bouncing with each of the horse’s strides. Kelsea could
see only a little blood, but his grey cloak covered the bulk of his body. All of
the masked men seemed singularly focused on the road ahead; they didn’t
even turn to track the progress of her pursuers, nor did they look at Kelsea,
and she felt another pang at her own helplessness. On her own, she would
have been dead in a heartbeat.

“Now!” the leader shouted.

The earth turned beneath Morgan’s horse and they galloped headlong into
the river. Kelsea shut her eyes and held her breath, preparing for the icy
water, but it didn’t come. All around them the current roared wildly, freezing
droplets scattering in the air and soaking Kelsea’s pants to the knees. But
when she opened her eyes, she found that they were incomprehensibly
crossing the river, the horses’ hooves splashing with each step, yet striking
solid ground.

Impossible, she thought, her eyes wide with astonishment. But the proof
was before her they were cutting a broad diagonal across the river, each step
bringing them closer to the far bank. They passed between two boulders
jutting upward from the water, so close that Kelsea could see patches of deep
emerald moss slicked across the surface. She thought of the glowing jewel
around her neck, and almost laughed. The day had been full of wonders.

When they reached dry ground, the group of horses immediately cut into the
woods. For the second time that day, Kelsea found her face whipped and
snapped by trees, but she tucked her chin into her chest and made no sound.

Deep in the shade of a massive oak, the leader raised his hand and they



brought their horses to a stop. Behind them, the river was barely visible
through the trees. The leader brought his horse around in a circle and then sat
motionless, staring back toward the far bank.

“That should puzzle them for a while,” one of the men muttered.

Kelsea turned, ignoring a wave of dizziness, and peered through the
branches of the oak. She could see nothing, only the gleam of sunlight off the
water. But one of the black-masked men chuckled. “They’re stumped, all
right. They’ll be there for hours.”

Now she could hear their pursuers: raised voices and an answering shout of
“I don’t know!”

“The lady needs stitching,” Morgan announced behind Kelsea, startling her.
“She’s losing too much blood.”

“Indeed,” the leader replied, fixing Kelsea with his black eyes. She stared
back, trying to ignore his mask. The face was a harlequin, but much more
sinister, awful in some way that she couldn’t put her finger on. It reminded
her of nightmares she’d had as a child. Nevertheless, she forced herself to sit
up straight and stare back at him while blood pooled in the crook of her arm.
“Who are you?”

“I am the long death of the Tearling. Forgive us.” He nodded, looking over

her head, and before Kelsea could turn around, the world went dark.
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Chapter 3

The Fetch

The mark of the true hero is that the most heroic of his deeds is
done in secret. We never hear of it. And yet somehow, my
friends, we know.

—Father Tyler’s Collected Sermons, FROM THE ARVATH ARCHIVE

Wake up, girl.”

Kelsea opened her eyes to a sky of such brilliant blue that she thought she
must still be dreaming. But a quick glance around showed her that it was a
tent. She was lying on the ground, wrapped in the skin of some animal. Not
deer, which she would have recognized, but it was warm, so warm that she
was reluctant to rise.

She looked up at the speaker, a man dressed entirely in dark blue. His voice
was a pleasant baritone, distinctive enough that she recognized him even
without his awful mask. He was clean-shaven and handsome, with sharp
cheekbones and good humor in the set of his mouth. He was also
considerably younger than she had guessed on the riverbank, certainly no

more than twenty-five, his hair still thick and dark and his unlined face



dominated by a pair of large black eyes that gave Kelsea pause; those eyes
were much older than twenty-five.

“Where’s your handsome face today?”

“I’m home now,” he replied easily. “No point in dressing up.”

Kelsea busied herself with sitting upright, though the movement brought a
strong warning twinge from the right side of her neck. Exploring the area
gently with her fingers, she found a stitched gash, covered with some sort of
sticky poultice.

“It will heal well. I tended you myself.”

“Thank you,” Kelsea replied, then realized that she wasn’t wearing her own
clothing, but a gown of some sort of white cloth, linen perhaps. She reached
up to touch her hair and found it smooth and soft; someone had given her a
bath. She looked up at him, her cheeks reddening.

“Yes, me as well.” His smile widened. “But you needn’t worry, girl. You’re
far too plain for my taste.”

The words hurt, and badly, but Kelsea hid the sting with only a slight
tightening of her face. “Where’s my cloak?”

“Over there.” He flicked his thumb toward a pile of clothing in the corner.
“But there’s nothing in it. It would take a better man than me to resist hunting
for this.”

He held out one hand to display a dangling sapphire necklace. Kelsea
reached up and found her own necklace still around her neck.

“They’re optimistic, girl, to let you have both. Some said the Queen’s jewel
had been lost altogether.”

Kelsea restrained herself from reaching for the second necklace, since he so
obviously wished her to. But her eyes followed the sapphire as it swung back
and forth.

“You’ve never worn this necklace,” he remarked.



“How do you know?”
“If you had worn it, the jewel would never have allowed me to take it from
you.”

“What?”

He gave her an incredulous look. “Don’t you know anything of these
jewels?”

“I know they’re mine.”

“And what have you done to earn them? Born to a second-rate queen with a
burn on your arm.”

Second-rate. What did that mean? Kelsea filed the comment away, speaking
carefully. “I would not have wished for any of this.”

“Perhaps not.”

Something in his tone chilled Kelsea, warned her that she was in danger
here. And yet why should that be, when he had saved her life on the
riverbank? She watched the jewel, blue sparkles reflecting across her skin,
while she concentrated on the problem. Bargaining required something to
bargain with. She needed information. “May I ask your name, sir?”

“Unimportant. You may call me the Fetch.” He leaned back, awaiting her
reaction.

“The name means nothing to me.”

“Really?”

“I was raised in isolation, you see.”

“Well, you would know my name otherwise. The Regent has a high price
on my head, growing all the time.”

“For what?”

“I stole his horse. Among other things.”

“You’'re a thief?”

“The world is full of thieves. If anything, I am the father of thieves.”



Kelsea smiled against her will. “Is that why you all wear masks?”

“Of course. People are envious of the gifts they don’t have.”

“Perhaps they just don’t like criminals.”

“One needn’t be a criminal to get in trouble, girl. There’s a handsome
reward for your head as well.”

“My head,” Kelsea repeated faintly.

“Yes, your head. Your uncle offers twice as much if it’s recognizable upon
delivery. A present for the Mort bitch, no doubt; I suppose she wishes to hang
it somewhere. But your uncle demands the jewels and your arm, as proof.”

Carlin’s words about the fates of rulers reappeared in Kelsea’s mind. She
tried to picture her head atop a pike and couldn’t do. Carlin and Barty rarely
spoke about the Raleigh Regent, Kelsea’s uncle, but there was no mistaking
their tone. They held him in low esteem, and that low esteem had trickled
down to Kelsea. The fact that her uncle wanted to kill her had never bothered
her; he had never seemed important, not the way her mother was important.
He was only an obstacle to be surmounted. She returned her attention to the
Fetch and took a deep breath; he had drawn his knife now. It sat balanced on
one knee.

“So, girl,” the Fetch continued in a deceptively pleasant voice, “what to do
with you?”

Kelsea’s stomach tightened further, her mind racing. This man wouldn’t
want her to beg.

I must prove that I’'m worth something. Quickly.

“If you’re such a wanted man, I’ll be in a position to offer you clemency.”

“You will indeed, should you survive to sit on the throne for more than a
few hours, and I doubt you will.”

“But I may,” Kelsea replied firmly. The wound on her neck gave a hard

twinge, but she ignored it, recalling Carroll’s words in the clearing. “I’m



made of stronger stuff than I appear.”

The Fetch stared at her, long and intently. He wanted something from her,
Kelsea realized, though she couldn’t imagine what it might be. With each
passing second, she became more uncomfortable, but she couldn’t look away.
Finally, she blurted out the question in the back of her mind. “Why did you
call my mother a second-rate queen?”

“You think she was first-rate, I suppose.”

“I don’t know anything about her. No one would tell me.”

His eyes widened. “Impossible. Carlin Glynn is an extraordinarily capable
woman. We could have picked no one better.”

Kelsea’s mouth dropped open. No one but her mother’s guard knew where
she’d been raised, or the Regent’s men would have been at the door of their
cottage years before. She waited for the Fetch to continue, but he said
nothing. Finally she asked, “How is it that you knew where I was, but the
Mort and the Caden didn’t?”

He waved a dismissive hand. “The Mort are thugs, and the Caden didn’t
start looking for you until your uncle grew desperate enough to pay their
rates, which are exorbitant. If the Caden had been looking for you from the
beginning, you’d have been dead years ago. Your mother didn’t hide you that
well; she lacked imagination.”

Kelsea managed to hold her face still, but it wasn’t easy. He talked about
her mother so contemptuously, but Carlin had never said anything bad about
Queen Elyssa.

But she wouldn’t have, would she? Kelsea’s mind whispered unpleasantly.
She promised.

“Why do you dislike her my mother so much? Did she wrong you
somehow?”

The Fetch tipped his head to one side, his gaze calculating. “You’re very



young, girl. Incredibly young to be a queen.”

“Will you tell me your grievance with my mother?”

“I see no reason to.”

“Fine.” Kelsea crossed her arms. “Then I’ll continue to think of her as first-
rate.”

The Fetch smiled appreciatively. “Young you may be, but you have more
brains than your mother ever had on a good day.”

Kelsea’s wound was aching badly now. A fine mist of sweat had sprung up
on her brow, and he seemed to notice it only a moment after she did herself.
“Tip your head.”

Kelsea did so without thinking. The Fetch reached into his clothing and
pulled out a pouch, then began to apply something wet to her neck. Kelsea
braced herself for the sting that didn’t come. His fingers were soft on her
skin. Within a few seconds, Kelsea realized that she should have been more
protective of her person, and shut her eyes, resigned. A phrase from one of
Carlin’s books occurred to her: any plausible scoundrel . . . Her own
foolishness made her toes clench.

The anesthetic worked quickly; within a few seconds, the pain had dulled to
a low pulse. The Fetch released Kelsea’s neck and pocketed the pouch.
“Later, some mead should take care of the rest of the pain.”

“Don’t patronize me!” Kelsea snapped; she was angry at herself for finding
this man attractive, and it seemed very important that he not know. “If you
mean to kill me, be done with it!”

“In my own time.” The Fetch’s black eyes gleamed with something that
Kelsea thought might be respect. “You surprise me, girl.”

“Did you expect me to beg?”

“Had you done so, I would have killed you on the spot.”

“Why?”



“Y our mother was a beggar.”

“I’m not my mother.”

“Perhaps not.”

“Why don’t you tell me what it is you want?”

“We want you to be a queen.”

Kelsea heard the implication easily. “As my mother was not?”

“Have you any idea who your father was?”

“No, and I don’t care.”

“I do. I’ve a bet with one of my men.”

“A bet?”

His eyes twinkled. “Your paternity is one of the great wagering items in this
kingdom. I know an old woman living in a village far to the south who
backed her horse almost twenty years ago, and she’s been waiting for the
truth to come out ever since. The field is, shall we say, quite wide.”

“How charming.”

“You’re royalty, girl. Nothing in your life will be personal anymore.”

Kelsea pursed her lips, annoyed at the turn of the conversation. Her father,
like her uncle, had never seemed particularly important. Her mother was the
important one, the woman who ruled the kingdom. Whoever Kelsea’s father
was, he had apparently abandoned her at birth . . . but that abandonment had
never hurt the way her mother’s had. Kelsea remembered days spent waiting
in front of the picture window in the front room of the cottage; eventually, the
sun would always set, and still her mother hadn’t come.

“We’ve waited a long time to see what you were made of, girl,” the Fetch
remarked. “I cajole and threaten by turns, and now I’m no further. You’re not
what we expected.”

“Who is we?”

The Fetch gestured behind him. Kelsea realized that she could hear men’s



voices outside the tent, and, slightly more distant, someone chopping wood.

“What holds your group together?”

“That’s a perceptive question, so of course you’ll get no answer.” He sprang
to his feet, the movement so sudden that Kelsea flinched and drew her knees
together. Had she a knife and he nothing at all, this man would still have her
dead in less than a minute. He reminded her of Mace: a man of latent
violence, its employment all the more deadly for the fact that he held it in
such low esteem. She’d forgotten to ask about Mace, she realized, but now
wasn’t the time. She felt dim relief when the Fetch tucked his knife back into
the band at his waist.

“Dress yourself, girl, and come outside.”

When he had disappeared through the tent flap, Kelsea turned her attention
to the pile of dark-hued clothing on the ground. Men’s clothes, and far too
big for her, but perhaps that was for the best. Kelsea didn’t flatter herself that
she had a shapely figure.

Who cares about your figure?

No one, she answered Carlin grumpily, pulling the crumpled linen gown
over her head. She wasn’t fool enough to miss the danger here: a man who
was handsome, intelligent, and more than slightly bad. Not all of Carlin’s
books had been nonfiction.

But I’'m doing no harm, she insisted. If I know the danger, it lessens the
harm.

Even inside her head, this statement didn’t ring entirely true. The Fetch had
left moments ago, but she was already anxious to follow him outside and see
him again.

Don’t be a fool, her mind snapped. You’re too ugly for him, he said so.

She had finished dressing now. Combing her fingers through her tangled

hair, she stood and peered out of the tent.



They must have brought her a long way south. The country surrounding the
camp was no longer forest or even farmland; they were on top of a high, flat
hill covered with weedy grass parched yellow by the sun. Similar hills
surrounded them on all sides, a sea of rolling yellow. The land hadn’t yet
begun to drop into desert, but they couldn’t be far from the Cadarese border.

At first glance, Kelsea would have taken the camp for that of a circus
troupe: several tents dyed gaudy shades of red, yellow, and blue, situated
around a stone fire pit. Something was cooking, for smoke drifted lazily into
the air and Kelsea could smell roasting meat. On the other side of the pit, a
short blond man dressed in the same sort of shapeless clothing as Kelsea
herself was chopping wood.

Closer to Kelsea’s tent, three men were huddled together, talking in low
voices. One of them was the Fetch; another, judging by his height and
shoulders, could only be the enormous Morgan. He had blond hair and a
round face that remained friendly as Kelsea approached. The third man was
black, which gave Kelsea pause for a moment. She’d never seen a black
person before, and she was fascinated by the man’s skin, which gleamed in
the sunlight.

None of them bowed to her, not that Kelsea had expected them to. The
Fetch beckoned her, and Kelsea moved forward, taking plenty of time about
it so that he knew she didn’t jump to his command. As she drew nearer, he
gestured to his two companions. “My associates, Morgan and Lear. They
won’t harm you.”

“Unless you tell them to.”

“Of course.”

Kelsea squatted down and found the three of them gazing at her with an
assessment that she could only describe as clinical. Her sense of danger

doubled. But if they killed her, she reasoned, her uncle would remain on the



throne. He might even become king, since he was the last of the line. It
wasn’t much of a bargaining chip, but it was something. According to Carlin,
the Regent was not loved in the Tearling, but maybe Carlin had lied to her
about that too. Kelsea looked off into the distance, trying to tamp down her
frustration. Her mother, the Regent, the Red Queen . . . she needed someone
to tell her the truth.

What if the truth isn’t anything you want to hear?

She still wanted to know. And, she realized, someone did have answers.
“Where’s Lazarus?”

“Your Mace? Over there.” The Fetch gestured toward a bright red tent some
thirty feet away. One of his men, broad and sandy-haired, stood on guard.

“Can I see him?”

“Be my guest, girl. See if you can get him to settle down; he’s been making
a nuisance of himself.”

Kelsea headed for the tent, a bit worried. They didn’t seem to be vicious
men, but they were hard, and Mace didn’t strike her as a model prisoner. The
man in front of the red tent stared at her, but she nodded at him and he
allowed her to pass.

Mace was lying on the floor, blindfolded and bound securely to a peg in the
ground. His wounds appeared to have been stitched just as skillfully as
Kelsea’s, but ropes were coiled around his wrists and ankles, and a secondary
line had been tied up around his neck in a noose. Kelsea hissed involuntarily,
and at the sound Mace turned his head. “Have you been harmed, Lady?”

“No.” Mindful of the man stationed outside the tent, Kelsea seated herself
cross-legged on the floor beside him and spoke in a low voice. “Only a few
threats against my life.”

“If they were going to kill you, you’d be dead. Your uncle has no use for

you alive.”



“They’re not—" Kelsea lowered her voice even further, struggling to
express the strange impression she’d received. “I don’t think they’re sent
from my uncle. They want something from me, but they won’t tell me what it
is.”

“I don’t suppose you could untie me? They’ve found a knot I can’t slip.”
“I don’t think further flight is the way, Lazarus. We wouldn’t escape these
men.”

“Wouldn’t you rather call me Mace?”

“Carroll didn’t.”

“Carroll and I, Lady, have a long history.”

“I don’t doubt that.” Kelsea considered it, realizing that she always thought
of him as Mace in her head. “Still, I prefer Lazarus. It’s a name of good
omen.”

“As you like.” Mace shifted, the ropes binding his wrists and ankles visibly
expanding as he tried to stretch his muscles.

“Are you in pain?”

“Discomfort. Certainly I’ve been in worse places. How did we escape from
the river?”

“Magic.”

“What sort of—”

“Lazarus,” Kelsea cut in firmly. “I need some answers.”

He winced visibly, shifting against his bonds.

“I know my uncle placed a price on my head. But what has he done to the
Tearling?”

“Pick something, Lady. Your uncle’s probably done it.”

“Explain.”

“No.”

“Why not?”



“I won’t have this discussion with you, Lady.”

“Why? Were you in my uncle’s guard?”

“No.”

She waited for him to elaborate, but he merely lay there. Somehow Kelsea
knew that his eyes were shut tightly, even beneath the blindfold, like a man
under heavy interrogation. She bit down on her cheek, hard, trying to keep a
rein on her temper. “I don’t understand how I’'m supposed to make smart
decisions without knowing everything.”

“Why dwell on the past, Lady? You have the power to make your own
future.”

“What of my dolls and dresses?”

“I poked you with a stick to see if you’d fight back. And you did.”

“What if I order you to tell me?”

“Order away, Lady, and see how far you get.”

She thought for a moment, then decided not to. It was the wrong road to
take with Mace; order though she might, he would be guided by his own
judgment. After watching him shift restlessly in his bindings for another
minute, Kelsea felt the last of her annoyance give way to pity. They’d trussed
him up very hard; he barely had room to stretch.

“How’s your head?”

“It’s fine. Bastard hit me just hard enough, in just the right place. A good
shot.”

“Have they fed you?”

“Yes.”

“Carroll told me that you were the one who smuggled me from the Keep
when I was a baby.”

“I was.”

“Have you always been a Queen’s Guard?”



“Since my fifteenth year.”

“Have you ever regretted choosing this life?”

“Not once.” Mace moved again, his legs stretching and then relaxing, and
Kelsea watched, astonished, as one foot slipped free of its coil of ropes.

“How did you do that?”

“Anyone can do it, Lady, if they take the trouble to practice.” He flexed his
foot, working the stiffness out. “Another hour and I’ll have a hand out as
well.”

Kelsea stared at him for moment, then scrambled to her feet. “Do you have
family, Lazarus?”

“No, Lady.”

“I want you for my Captain of Guard. Think on it while you escape.”

She left the tent before he could reply.

The sun was beginning to sink, leaving only a dark line of cloud topped
with orange on the horizon. Looking around the camp, Kelsea found the
Fetch leaning against a tree, staring at her, his gaze flat and speculative.
When she met his eye, he smiled, a dark and frozen smile that made her
flinch.

Not just a thief, but a murderer as well. Beneath the handsome man, Kelsea
sensed another man, a terrible one, with a life as black as the water in an ice-
covered lake. A murderer many, many times.

The idea should have brought horror. Kelsea waited for a long moment, but

what came instead was an even worse realization: it didn’t matter at all.

Dinner was an unexpectedly lavish affair. The meat Kelsea had smelled
earlier turned out to be venison, and a much better specimen than she’d eaten
several days ago. There were boiled eggs, which surprised Kelsea until she

caught sight of a small chicken coop out behind her own tent. Morgan had



been baking bread over the fire pit for most of the day, and it turned out
perfect, crusted on the outside and soft on the inside. The sandy-haired man,
Howell, poured her a cup of mead, which Kelsea had never tasted and treated
with great wariness. Alcohol and governing went together badly; her books
seemed to indicate that alcohol went badly with everything.

She ate little. For the first time in a very long while, she was conscious of
her weight. The cottage had always been well stocked with food, and Kelsea
usually had second helpings at dinner without a thought. But now she pecked
at her meal, not wanting them to think she was a glutton. Not wanting him to
think so. He sat beside her, and there might as well have been an invisible
cord that tugged at her when he smiled or laughed. He urged Kelsea to tell
them of her childhood in the cottage. She couldn’t imagine why he would be
interested, but he pressed her, and so she told them, blushing occasionally at
the intensity of their gazes. The mead must have loosened her tongue, for she
suddenly had many things to say. She told them about Barty and Carlin,
about the cottage, about her lessons. Every day, Barty had her in the morning
until lunch, and then Carlin had her until dinnertime. Carlin taught her from
books, Barty taught her outside. She told them that she knew how to skin a
deer and smoke the meat to last for months, that she could snare a rabbit in a
homemade cage, that she was handy with her knife but not fast enough. She
told them that every night after dinner, she began a book of fiction, reading
just for herself, and usually finished it before bedtime.

“A fast reader, are you?” Morgan asked.

“Very fast,” Kelsea replied, blushing.

“It doesn’t sound like you’ve had much fun.”

“I don’t think the point was for me to have fun.” Kelsea took another sip of
mead. “I’m certainly making up for it now, anyway.”

“We’ve rarely been accused of being fun,” the Fetch remarked. “You



clearly have no head for alcohol.”

Kelsea frowned and put her cup back down on the table. “I do like this stuff,
though.”

“Apparently. But slow down, or I’ll have How cut you off.”

Kelsea blushed again, and they all laughed.

At the urging of the others, the black man, Lear, stood up and told the tale
of the White Ship, which had sunk in the Crossing and taken most of
American medical expertise with it. Lear told the tale well, much better than
Carlin, who was no storyteller, and Kelsea found herself with tears in her
eyes as the ship went down.

“Why did they put all of the doctors in one ship?” she asked. “Wouldn’t it
have made more sense for each ship to have its own doctor?”

“The equipment,” Lear replied, with a slight sniff that told Kelsea he liked
to tell stories, but didn’t appreciate having to answer questions afterward.
“Lifesaving medical equipment was the one technology that William Tear
allowed them to bring on the Crossing. But it was lost all the same, along
with the rest of medicine.”

“Not entirely lost,” Kelsea replied. “Carlin told me that there’s birth control
available in the Tear.”

“Indigenous birth control. They had to rediscover it when they landed,
mostly by trial and error with local plant life. Real science has never existed
in the Tearling.”

Kelsea frowned, wondering why Carlin hadn’t told her that. But of course,
to Carlin, birth control was just one of many figures to take into account on a
population chart. The Fetch sat down beside her and she felt blood rush to her
cheeks. It was a dangerous subject to think about while he was next to her in
the dark.

After dinner was cleared, they pushed two tables together and taught her



how to play at poker. Kelsea, who had never even seen playing cards before,
took a pure pleasure in the game, the first time she’d taken real pleasure in
anything since the Queen’s Guard had come to Carlin’s door.

The Fetch sat beside her and peered at her cards. Kelsea found herself
blushing from time to time, and prayed that he wouldn’t notice. He was
undeniably attractive, but the real source of his charm was something very
different: he obviously didn’t care one whit what Kelsea thought of him. She
wondered if he cared what anyone thought.

After a few hands, she seemed to be getting the hang of the game, though it
was difficult to remember the many ways to get the high hand. The Fetch
ceased to comment on her discard choices, which Kelsea took as a
compliment. However, she continued to lose each hand and couldn’t
understand why. The mechanics of the game were simple enough, and most
of the time prudence counseled that she fold. Each time she did so, however,
the hand was usually won by a lower set of cards, and each time, the Fetch
chortled into his mug.

Finally a scruffy blond man (Kelsea was fairly certain his name was Alain),
while collecting the cards to shuffle and deal, caught Kelsea’s eye and
commented, “You have dire need of a poker face.”

“Agreed, girl,” said the Fetch. “Every thought you have is written plain in
your eyes.”

Kelsea took another gulp of mead. “Carlin says I’m an open book.”

“Well, you’d better fix that, and fast. Should we decide not to kill you,
you’ll find yourself in a den of snakes. Honesty will serve you ill.”

His casual talk of killing her made Kelsea’s stomach clench, but she
attempted to school her face to blankness.

“Better,” the Fetch remarked.

“Why can’t you make this decision about killing me and be done with it?”



Kelsea asked. The mead seemed to have cleared her head even while
muddling it, and she longed for a straight answer.

“We wanted to see what sort of queen you look to be.”

“Why not just give me a test, then?”

“A test!” The Fetch’s grin broadened, and his black eyes gleamed. “What an
interesting idea.”

“This is a fine game,” grumbled Howell. He had a wide, painful-looking
scar on his right hand that appeared to be a burn mark. Of course he wanted
to get back to play; he won the most often, with the worst cards.

“We’re going to play a different game now,” the Fetch announced, pushing
Kelsea none too gently off the bench. “It’s a proper examination, girl. Get
yourself over there.”

“I’ve had too much mead to take an examination.”

“Too bad.”

Kelsea glared at him but moved away from the bench, noticing with slight
astonishment that she was unsteady on her feet. The five men turned from the
table to watch her. Alain, who had been dealing, snapped the cards in one last
shuffle and then pocketed them in a movement too quick to follow.

The Fetch leaned forward and placed his hands beneath his chin, studying
her closely. “What will you do should you become a queen indeed?”

“What will I do?”

“Have you any policy in mind?”

The Fetch spoke lightly, but his black eyes were grave. Beneath the
question, Kelsea sensed an infinite and deadly patience, perversely coupled
with a desperate need for her answer. A test indeed, and she knew
instinctively that if she answered incorrectly, the conversation was done.

She opened her mouth, not knowing what she would say, and Carlin’s

words spilled out into the darkness, Carlin’s vision, reiterated so often in the



library that Kelsea now spoke the words in a litany as practiced as though she
read from the Bible of God’s Church. “I’ll govern for the good of the
governed. I’ll make sure that every citizen is properly educated and doctored.
I’'ll cease wasteful spending and ease the burden on the poor through
redistribution of land and goods and taxation. I’ll restore the rule of law in
this kingdom and drive out the influence of Mortmesne—"

“So you do know of it!” Lear barked.

“Of Mortmesne?” She looked at him blankly. “I know that Mortmesne’s
hold over this kingdom grows all the time.”

“What else of Mortmesne?” boomed Morgan, his huge form bearlike in the
firelight.

Kelsea shrugged. “I’ve read of the early years of the Red Reign. And I've
been told that my uncle has likely made alliance with the Red Queen.”

“Anything else?”

“Not really. Some information on Mort customs.”

“The Mort Treaty?”

“What’s that?”

“Great God,” murmured Howell.

“Even her guardians sworn to secrecy,” the Fetch told the rest of them,
shaking his head. “We should have known.”

Kelsea thought of Carlin’s face, her voice, always so laden with regret: I
promised.

“What is the Mort Treaty?”

“You do at least know of the Mort invasion?”

“Yes,” Kelsea replied eagerly, glad to finally know something. “They made
it all the way to the walls of the Keep.”

“And then what?”

“T don’t know.”



The Fetch turned away from her and stared off into the darkness. Kelsea
looked up at the night sky, and she saw thousands upon thousands of stars.
They were miles from everything out here, and the sky was enormous. When
she looked back at the group of men, she was dizzy, and nearly stumbled
before catching herself.

“No more mead for you,” Howell announced, shaking his head.

“She’s not drunk,” Morgan disagreed. “She’s lost her legs, but there’s
nothing wrong with her wits.”

The Fetch returned to them then, with the decisive air of a man who’d made
a difficult decision. “Lear, tell us a story.”

“What story?”

“A Brief History of the Mort Invasion, from Crossing to Disaster.”

Kelsea narrowed her eyes; he was treating her like a child again. He turned
to her and grinned, almost as though he’d read her thoughts.

“I’ve never told that as a story,” Lear remarked.

“Well, make a good tale of it, if you can.”

Lear cleared his throat, took a sip of mead, and locked his gaze on Kelsea.
There was no charity there, none at all, and Kelsea had to fight not to look
down at her feet.

“Once upon a time, there was a kingdom called the Tearling. It was founded
by a man named William Tear, a utopian who dreamed of a land of plenty for
all. But ironically, the Tearling was a kingdom of scarce resources, for the
British and Americans had not been fortunate in their choice of landing place.
The Tearling had no ores, no manufacturing. The Tear were farmers; all they
had to offer was the food they grew, the meat they raised, and a limited
amount of good lumber from their indigenous oaks. Life was difficult, basic
necessities were hard to come by, and over the years many Tear were poor

and illiterate. They had to buy everything else from the lands surrounding,



and since they were stuck in a hard place, the price wasn’t cheap.

“The neighboring kingdom had been luckier in the Crossing. It had
everything that the Tearling lacked. It had doctors with access to centuries of
European knowledge. It had masons, decent horses, and some of the
technology that William Tear had forbidden. Most important of all, it had
vast deposits of iron and tin in the ground, so it had not only mining but an
army with superior weapons of steel edge. This kingdom was New Europe,
and for a long time it was content to be rich and invulnerable, to have its
citizens live and die in health and comfort.”

Kelsea nodded; she knew all of this already. But Lear’s voice was deep and
hypnotic, and he did make it sound like a fairy tale, like something from
Carlin’s complete Brothers Grimm back at home. Kelsea wondered if Mace
could hear the tale in his tent, whether he’d worked his other hand free. Her
mind felt wildly out of focus, and she shook her head to clear it as Lear
continued.

“But toward the end of the second Tear century a sorceress appeared,
seeking the rule of New FEurope for herself. She slaughtered the
democratically elected representatives, their wives, even their children in
cradles. Citizens who resisted woke to find their families dead, their homes
on fire. It took nearly half a century to subdue the populace, but eventually
democracy gave way to dictatorship, and everyone in the surrounding
kingdoms forgot that this rich land had once been New Europe; instead it
became Mortmesne, the Dead Hand. And likewise, everyone forgot that this
sorceress had no name. She became the Red Queen of Mortmesne, and today,
one hundred and thirteen years later, she still holds her throne.

“But unlike her predecessors, the Red Queen wasn’t content to control only
her own kingdom; she wanted the entire New World. After consolidating her

rule, she turned her attention to the Mort army, building it into a vast and



powerful machine that could not be defeated. And some forty years ago, she
began to move beyond her own borders. She took Cadare first, then Callae.
These countries surrendered easily, and now they’re subject to Mortmesne.
They pay tribute, as any good colony would. They allow Mort garrisons to
quarter in their homes and patrol their streets. There is no resistance.”

“That’s not true, though,” Kelsea objected. “Mortmesne had an uprising.
Carlin told me about it. The Red Queen sent all the rebels to Callae, into
exile.”

Lear glared at her, and the Fetch chuckled. “You can’t interrupt him when
he’s telling a tale, girl. The Callae uprising lasted about twenty minutes; he’s
right to omit it.”

Kelsea bit her lip, embarrassed. Lear gave her a warning glance before
continuing. “But when the Red Queen had reduced these nations to colonies
and finally turned her attention to the Tearling, she found trouble in the form
of Queen Arla.”

My grandmother, Kelsea thought. Arla the Just.

“Queen Arla was sickly all her life, but she had brains and courage, and she
liked being the queen of a free nation. All of the landowners in the kingdom,
particularly God’s Church, were worried about their land, and they demanded
that she reach a settlement with the Red Queen. The Tearling army was weak
and poorly organized, utterly outmatched by the Mort. Nevertheless, Queen
Arla refused all Mort overtures and challenged the Red Queen to take this
kingdom by force. So Mortmesne invaded the eastern Tearling.

“The Tearling army fought well, perhaps better than anyone could have
anticipated. But they had weapons of wood and a few black-market iron
swords, while the Mort army was armed and armored with iron. They had
steel-edged blades and steel arrowheads, and they carved their way through
the Tear with little difficulty. The Mort had already taken the eastern half of



the country by the time Queen Arla died of pneumonia in the winter of 264.
She left two surviving children: the crown princess Elyssa, and her younger
brother Thomas. Elyssa began to make overtures of peace to the Mort Queen
almost immediately upon taking the throne. But she couldn’t offer tribute,
even if she’d been so inclined. There simply wasn’t enough money.”

“Why not lumber?” Kelsea asked. “I thought the surrounding kingdoms
valued Tear oak.”

Lear glared at her; she had interrupted him again. “Not enough. Mort pine is
of poorer quality than Tear oak, but you can build with it if you need to.
Negotiations failed, and the Mort army made straight for New London. The
road to the capital was wholesale rape and slaughter, and the Mort left a trail
of burned villages in their wake.”

Kelsea thought of Mhurn’s story, of the man who had lost his wife and
child. She stared up at the night sky. Where were the rest of her guards now?

“The situation was desperate. The Mort army was about to breach the walls
of the Keep when Queen Elyssa finally came to an agreement with the Red
Queen. The Mort Treaty was signed only a few days later, and it’s kept the
peace ever since.”

“And the Mort? Did they withdraw?”

“Yes. Under the terms of the treaty, they left the city several days later and
withdrew across the countryside. Strictly speaking, there were no further
casualties.”

“Lear,” the Fetch cut in. “Have some more ale.”

Kelsea’s insides warmed with pride. Why had Carlin never told her any of
this history? This was the sort of tale she’d always wanted to hear. Queen
Elyssa, the hero! She imagined her mother, barricaded on the Keep with the
Mort hordes just outside and her food stores dwindling, sending secret

messages back and forth to Demesne. Victory snatched from the very jaws of



disaster. It was like something from one of Carlin’s books. And yet . . . and
yet . . . as she looked around the table, she saw that none of the men were
smiling.

“It’s a good story,” she ventured, turning to Lear. “And you told it very
well. But what does it have to do with me?”

“Look at me, girl.”

She turned and found the Fetch staring at her, his gaze as grim as the rest.

“Why haven’t you begged for your life?”

Kelsea’s brow furrowed. What on earth did he want from her? “Why would
I beg?”

“It’s the accepted course for captives, to offer everything in return for their
lives.”

He was playing with her again, Kelsea realized, and the idea set off a flare
of anger deep inside her. She drew a long, shaky breath before replying,
“You know, Barty told me a story once. In the early years after the Crossing,
there was a Tear farmer whose son took gravely ill. This was before the
British ships arrived in the Tearling, so there were no doctors at all. The son
grew sicker and sicker, and the father believed that he would die. He was
consumed by grief.

“But one day a tall man in a black cloak showed up. He said he was a
healer, that he could cure the son’s illness, but only for a price: the father
must give him one of the son’s fingers to appease the man’s god. The father
had his doubts about the man’s abilities, but he thought it a good bargain: one
useless little finger for his son’s life, and of course the healer would only take
the finger if he succeeded. The father watched for two days as the healer
worked over his son with spells and herbs, and lo and behold, the son was
cured.

“The father tried to think of a way to go back on the bargain, but he



couldn’t, for the man in the black cloak had begun to frighten him very much.
So he waited until his son was asleep, then he fetched a knife and sliced off
the little finger of the boy’s left hand. He wrapped the hand with cloth and
staunched the bleeding. But without antibiotics, the wound soon became
infected with gangrene, and the son died all the same.

“The father turned to the healer, furious, and demanded an explanation. The
healer drew off his black cloak to reveal a terrible darkness, a scarecrow
shape of nothing. The father cowered, covering his face, but the shape only
announced, ‘I am Death. I come quickly, I come slowly, but I am not
cheated.” ”

Lear was nodding slowly, the first smile she had ever seen flickering about
his mouth.

“What’s your point?” the Fetch asked.

“Everyone dies eventually. I think it’s better to die clean.”

He watched her a moment longer, then leaned forward and held up the
second necklace so that the sapphire swung back and forth above the table,
catching the firelight. The jewel seemed very large, so deep that Kelsea could
look beneath its surface and see something moving, dark and far away. She
reached for it, but the Fetch pulled the necklace back.

“You’ve passed half of the test, girl. You’ve said all of the right things.
We’re going to let you live.”

The men around the table seemed to relax all at once. Alain took the cards
out and began shuffling them again. Howell got up and went for more ale.

“But,” the Fetch continued in a low voice, “words are the easy part. Your
real test is still to come.”

Kelsea waited. He spoke lightly, but his eyes were grave in the firelight.

“I don’t think you’ll survive long enough to truly rule this kingdom. You’re

bright and good-hearted, perhaps even brave. But you’re also young and



woefully naive. The protection of the Mace may extend your life beyond its
appointed time, but he can’t save you. However . . .”

He took Kelsea’s chin in one hand, spearing her with his black gaze.
“Should you ever gain the throne in truth, I expect to see your policies
implemented. They’re much in need of refinement, and likely doomed to
failure in execution, but they’re good policies, and they show an
understanding of political history that most monarchs never take the trouble
to achieve. You’ll rule by the principles you’ve outlined, and you’ll attempt
to cure the blight on this land, no matter what it costs you. This is my test,
and if you fail, you will answer to me.”

Kelsea raised her eyebrows, trying to hide the shiver that passed through
her. “You think you could get to me once I’m in the Keep?”

“I can get to anyone in this kingdom. I am more dangerous than the Mort,
more dangerous than the Caden. I’ve stolen many things from the Regent,
and he’s been under my knife. I could’ve killed him many times over, but
that I had to wait.”

“For what?”

“For you, Tear Queen.”

Then he was up and gone from the table in one fluid motion, and Kelsea

was left staring after him, her face burning where his fingers had been.
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Chapter 4

The Road to the Keep

O Tearling, o Tearling,
The years you have seen,
Your patience, your sorrow,
You cry for a Queen.
—“LLAMENT FOR THE MOTHERS,” ANONYMOUS

Kelsea woke with an aching head and a parched mouth, but it wasn’t until

breakfast that she realized it was her first hangover. Despite the discomfort,
she was charmed to experience something that she’d only read about in a
book. An upset stomach was a small price to pay for fiction made real. The
party had gone on well into the night, and she couldn’t remember how much
mead she had drunk. It was tasty stuff; she should avoid it in the future.

Once she was dressed, the Fetch produced a shaving mirror so that she
could look at the long, ugly gash that wandered down the right side of her
neck. It had been neatly sewn closed with fine black thread.

“Good stitchery,” Kelsea told him. “But it will scar anyway, won’t it?”

The Fetch nodded. “I’'m not God, nor am I the queen’s surgeon.” He gave



her a mocking bow. “But it won’t fester, and you can tell people that you
took the wound in battle.”

“Battle?”

“It was a battle getting all that armor off you, and I'll tell the world so.”

Kelsea smiled, put down the mirror, and turned to him. “Thank you, sir.
You’ve given me many kindnesses, my life not the least of them. I plan to
grant you clemency.”

He looked at her for a moment, his eyes dancing with amusement.

“You don’t want clemency.”

He smiled. Kelsea marveled at the change in him; the grim man she’d seen
last night seemed to have vanished with the sun. “Even if you pardoned me,
Tear Queen, I’d simply throw it away by stealing something else.”

“Have you never wanted another life?”

“There’s no other life for me. Anyway, clemency wouldn’t begin to repay
your debt. I’ve given you a greater gift than you know.”

“What gift?”

“You’ll find out. In return, I expect you to keep it safe.”

Kelsea turned back to the mirror. “Great God, tell me you didn’t impregnate
me while I slept.”

The Fetch threw back his head and roared with laughter. He placed a
friendly hand on Kelsea’s back, making her skin prickle. “Tear Queen, you’ll
either be dead within a week or you’ll be the most fearsome ruler this
kingdom has ever known. I see no middle ground.”

While she brushed her hair, Kelsea glanced at herself in the mirror. She had
seen her own reflection in the pond at home, but this was very different; the
mirror showed her what she really looked like. It wasn’t good. She thought
her eyes were very nice, almond-shaped and bright green, part of her Raleigh

heritage. Carlin had told her that all of her mother’s family had the same cat-



green eyes. But her face was as round and ruddy as a tomato, and—there was
no other word for it—plain.

The Fetch had given her some pins for her hair, beautiful amethyst pins in
the shape of butterflies. Kelsea’s hair needed washing again, but the pins
made it serviceable. She wondered if the Fetch had stolen them right out of
some noblewoman’s hair. His smile deepened in the mirror, and Kelsea knew
that he had read her mind. “You’re a rogue,” she remarked, clipping the last
pin in place. “I should increase the price on your head.”

“Do so. It would only augment my fame.”

“What was your life before this? Despite the severity of my education, I
think you have an even finer grasp of grammar and vocabulary than I do.”

He replied to her in Cadarese. “Of Tear, perhaps. But you’ll doubtless
outshine me in Mort and Cadarese. I was late to begin learning both, and my
accent is imperfect.”

“Don’t evade the question. I’ll find out when I get to the Keep anyway.”

“Then there’s no reason I should waste my valuable energy telling you
now.” He reverted to Tear with a rueful smile. “I couldn’t remember the
Cadarese for energy. I’'m out of practice.”

Kelsea tilted her head and looked at him, questioning. “Is there nothing I
can do for you or your men once I take the throne? Even a small thing?”

“Nothing comes to mind. Anyway, you have a monstrous task before you,
Lady. I wouldn’t seek out any additional charge.”

“Since you won’t allow me to put a hold on your eventual decapitation, I
suppose you would look foolish asking for a herd of sheep or a new
crossbow.”

“I’1l collect on the debt someday, Tear Queen; don’t doubt it. And my price
will be steep.”

Kelsea looked sharply at him. But his gaze was distant, outside her tent and



over the trees. Toward the Keep.

All at once, she realized the great necessity of getting far away from him.
He was a criminal, an outlaw, an indisputable threat to the very rule of law
she hoped to establish. And yet she didn’t know if she would even have the
will to imprison him someday, let alone give him the death sentence he surely
deserved.

Some other man must come along and take my mind from him. A more
acceptable man. That’s how it must work.

She set the mirror down. “Can I leave now?”

Mace (the Fetch told Kelsea) had made two more escape attempts in the
night. Today, when they finally released him from his tent, he’d worked both

legs free again. He was still blindfolded, but as they marched him forward, he
delivered a sudden, vicious kick to Alain’s legs, and Alain went down to the
ground, cursing and clutching his shin. Howell and Morgan hoisted Mace
into his saddle, completing the operation with only minor mishap. They left
his hands tied, and the murderous expression on his face remained plain
beneath the blindfold.

Kelsea bade the Fetch and his men good-bye, an awkward sort of good-bye
that seemed unnecessarily grave. She was gratified when Morgan seemed
reluctant to see her go; he shook her hand in a manlike fashion and gave her
an extra vial of anesthetic for her neck.

“What is this stuff?” Kelsea asked him, tucking the vial into her cloak. “It
works wonders for a topical.”

“Opium.”

Kelsea raised her eyebrows. “Liquid opium? Is there such a thing?”

“You’ve led a sheltered life, Lady.”

“I thought opium was a controlled substance in the Tear.”



“That’s why God made the black market.”

The Fetch accompanied Kelsea and Mace for the first few miles, but
insisted that Mace remain bound and blindfolded until they were some
distance from the camp, so Kelsea had to lead Mace’s horse. Oddly enough,
the Fetch had allowed them both to keep their stallions. Rake was a decent
animal, but Mace’s stallion was a Cadarese beauty that must be worth a
fortune. Kelsea wondered at this generosity, but didn’t ask.

Beneath her cloak, she wore Pen’s heavy armor. She’d been reluctant to
leave it behind, and the Fetch agreed that she should keep it on. With some
chagrin, Kelsea realized that she would need to get herself into more rugged
physical condition, as armor would likely be part of her wardrobe for some
time.

The Fetch halted atop a slope and pointed down to the countryside ahead,
where a thin track wound its way through the yellow hills. “That’s the main
road through these parts. It will eventually connect to the Mort Road, which
takes you straight to New London. Whether you take the road or not is up to
you, but even if you don’t, you should remain within sight of it. You’ll enter
quagmire country late tonight, and without a sense of direction you might
wander in a swamp forever.”

Kelsea stared out across the land. The hills hid much of the road, but
eventually the beige line reemerged in the country beyond, neatly bisecting
the farming plains and marching toward another set of hills, these brown.
Hundreds of buildings clustered across them, all of them overshadowed by a
gigantic grey monolith. The Keep.

“Would you take the road?” she asked the Fetch.

He considered for a moment, then replied, “I would take the road. I’'m not in
such great danger as you are at the moment, but still, I find that the direct

way is often the right way, for reasons that can’t be foreseen.”



“If he would only remove this blindfold,” Mace growled, “I could decide
the best way and be damned to him.”

“You will not, if you please,” the Fetch replied, “remove the blindfold until
I’m gone.”

Kelsea looked at him curiously. “Is there some grievance between you
two?”

The Fetch smiled, but his eyes, staring at the Keep, had hardened. “Not in
the way you mean.”

He turned his horse and extended a hand. It was a firm, businesslike
handshake, and yet Kelsea knew that it was a moment that would be with her
all her life, whether she saw him again or no.

“One more thing, Lady.”

Kelsea started at the title; she was so used to him calling her “girl.” The
Fetch reached into his shirt and pulled out the second necklace, which Kelsea
had forgotten all about. Again she felt the urgency of getting away from him,
this man who made her forget everything that was ordinary and important.

“This necklace is yours; I don’t claim it for myself. But I’'m going to hold
on to it.”

“Until when?”

“Until you earn it back with your deeds.”

Kelsea opened her mouth to argue, thought better, and shut it. Here was a
man who did almost nothing spontaneously; everything was deliberate, so the
chances of changing his mind with words were slim. Reaching up, she found
that her own necklace had escaped from her shirt again, and she tucked it
back in.

“Good luck, Tear Queen. I shall watch you with great interest.” He gave her
a smile of goodwill and rode away, his horse gaining speed as he went down

the slope. Within a minute he was over the next hill and out of sight.



Kelsea stared at the path he left for a bit longer; what Mace didn’t know
wouldn’t hurt him. But after a few minutes even the dust from the Fetch’s
passage had cleared, and Kelsea turned back to Mace, bringing her horse up
alongside his and working quickly on the knots binding his wrists. When his
hands were free, Mace tore the blindfold off his head, blinking rapidly.
“Christ, that’s bright.”

“You showed remarkable restraint, Lazarus. With your reputation, I thought
you would chew through your bonds and murder several people on the way
here.”

Mace said nothing, only rubbed his wrists, which still showed deep bruising
from the ropes.

“You were very impressive at the river,” she continued. “Where did you
learn to fight like that?”

“We should be moving along.”

Kelsea looked at him for a moment and then turned back toward the city.
“You’re pledged to see me safely to the Keep, I know. But I release you from
that pledge. You’ve done enough.”

“My vow was made to a dead woman, Lady. You can’t release me from it.”

“What if we ride to our death?”

“Then we’ll be a fey pair indeed.”

Kelsea turned her face back into the gentle sting of the wind. “Unless you
have a better idea, let’s take the road.”

Mace looked out over the countryside for a moment, his eyes eventually
returning to New London, and he nodded. “We’ll take the road.”

Kelsea clicked to her horse, and they set off down the hill.

After they’d ridden hard for several hours, the small path the Fetch had

showed them fed into the Mort Road, a broad avenue some fifty feet wide.



This road took the bulk of trading traffic between the Tearling and
Mortmesne, and the dirt was so tamped down that there was barely any dust.
The path was crowded, and Kelsea thought it fortunate that she was wrapped
in the deep purple cloak the Fetch had given her. Mace’s Guard grey was
gone, replaced by a long black cloak, and if he still had his mace (she hoped
he did), he’d prudently tucked it somewhere out of sight. Most of the people
traveling in the direction of the Keep were also cloaked and hooded, and all
seemed to want to keep their business to themselves. Kelsea kept her eyes out
for figures that might be the Caden, or any trace of the grey worn by her
guard. But after a while, they saw so many people that Kelsea was unable to
concentrate on any one for very long, and she thought that Mace would have
a better sense of hidden danger. She trusted his eyes and concentrated on the
road ahead.

The Fetch had told her that it would be an easy two days’ ride to New
London. Kelsea considered trying to take the journey in one jaunt, but
rejected the idea by sundown. She would need to sleep, and her wound was
beginning to ache. She mentioned this in a low voice to Mace, and he
nodded.

“I don’t really sleep, Lady. Therefore, you may.”

“You have to sleep sometime.”

“Not really. The world’s too dangerous to fall asleep in.”

“What about when you were a child?”

“I was never a child.”

A man jostled against Kelsea’s horse, muttering, “Sorry, sir,” before
moving away. The road had become densely packed. People rode or walked
on all sides of Kelsea, and the stench of unwashed flesh hit her nostrils like a
slap. But of course this road came from the south, where there was no water
for bathing.



Ahead was a cart containing what appeared to be an entire family: parents
and two small children. The children, a boy and girl no older than eight years,
had gathered a pile of grasses and roots and were playing a cooking game on
the floor of the cart. Kelsea watched them, fascinated. All of her imaginary
games had been solitary; she had always been the hero, having to invent the
cheering masses around her, and even the friends by her side. Still, the urge
to see other children, to be with them, had never faded. Kelsea watched the
two children so long that the mother began to look back at her with a
suspicious lowering of the brows, and Kelsea whispered to Mace that they
should fall back a bit.

“Why is the road so crowded?” she asked, once the wagon had passed out
of sight.

“This is the only direct road to New London south of the Crithe. Many
footpaths feed it.”

“But this is a trading road. How does anyone get a caravan through?”

“It’s not always so crowded, Lady.”

They rode past sunset and well into the night, long after most other travelers
had made camp. For a while, fires dotted the sides of the road, and Kelsea
could hear talking and singing as they passed, but soon the fires began to go
out. From time to time, Kelsea thought she heard hooves far behind them, but
she could never be sure, and when she turned around there was only
darkness. As they rode, she asked Mace various questions about the current
state of her government. He answered each one, but Kelsea sensed that he
was being very circumspect, each answer heavily edited. Still, the little
information she got was grim.

Most of the Tear population was hungry. The agriculture that Kelsea had
seen spread out across the Almont Plain was subsistence farming at best; all

extra food went to the landowner, who then sold the produce on for profit,



either in the markets of New London or, via the black market, to Mortmesne.
There was little justice to be found for the poor. The judicial system had
largely broken down under the weight of corruption, and most of the honest
judges had been conscripted into other government jobs. Kelsea felt her own
poor preparation, almost a physical weight now upon her shoulders. These
were problems that needed to be fixed, and quickly, but she didn’t quite know
how to do it. Carlin had taught her so much history, but not enough politics.
Kelsea had no idea how to wrangle anyone to do her will.

“You said we were fey, Lazarus. I don’t know that word; what does it
mean?”

“My ancestors were pre-Crossing Scottish. ‘Fey’ means seeing your own
death and exalting in it.”

“That doesn’t sound like me.”

“Perhaps it’s only something in your eyes, Lady.”

As they rounded another bend, Kelsea thought she heard hooves again. It
wasn’t her imagination; Mace halted his horse abruptly and twisted around to
stare behind them.

“Someone’s back there. Several riders.”

Kelsea couldn’t see anything. There was only a hint of moon in the sky, and
she’d never had very good night vision; Barty could run rings around her in
the dark. “How far?”

“Maybe a mile.” Mace tapped his fingers on his saddle for a moment,
debating. “There isn’t enough foliage here to provide good cover, and it’s
safer for us to travel most of the night and then rest in the morning. We’ll go
on, but if they begin to close the distance, we’ll leave the road and take our
chances. Let’s speed up a bit.”

He started forward again, and Kelsea followed. “Couldn’t we leave the road

now and let them pass by?”



“Risky, Lady, if they’re tracking us. But I doubt they’re Caden or even
Mort. I’ve seen no hawks, and I think our trail is cold. Your rescuer, whoever
he was, did the job admirably.”

Mention of the Fetch jolted Kelsea, and she realized, not without some self-
satisfaction, that she hadn’t thought of him in at least a few hours. Her wish
for more information about him warred with the desire to keep his identity a
secret for her alone, a brief battle before she crushed the second impulse,
furious at herself. “He told me he was called the Fetch.”

Mace chuckled. “I had my suspicions, even blindfolded.”

“Is he such a great thief as he claimed?”

“Greater, Lady. Tear history boasts plenty of outlaws, but none like the
Fetch. He’s stolen more goods from your uncle than I’ve owned in my
lifetime.”

“He said there was a high price on his head.”

“Fifty thousand pounds, at last count.”

“But who is he?”

“No one knows, Lady. He first appeared some twenty years ago, mask and
all.”

“Twenty years?”

“Aye, Lady. Twenty years precisely. I remember it well, because he stole
one of your uncle’s favorite women when she went shopping in the city.
Then, several months later, your mother announced her pregnancy.” Mace
chuckled. “Probably the worst year of your uncle’s life.”

Kelsea mulled this information over. The Fetch must be far older than he
appeared. “Why hasn’t he been caught, Lazarus? Even if he has the luck of
the devil, that sort of flamboyance should have brought him down long ago.”

“Well, he’s a hero to the common people, Lady. Anytime someone manages

to rob the Regent, or one of the nobles, the world assumes it’s the Fetch.



Every piece of rich man’s fortune lost endears him to the poor.”

“Does he distribute the money to the poor?”

“No, Lady.”

Kelsea settled back into her saddle, disappointed. “Has he stolen a great
amount?”

“Hundreds of thousands of pounds worth.”

“Then what does he do with that money? For certain, I saw none of it in that
camp. They were living in tents, and their clothing had seen better days. I'm
not even sure they—”

Mace clamped a hand on her arm, silencing her midsentence. “You saw?”

“What?”

“You weren’t blindfolded.”

“I’m not such a fearsome warrior as you are.”

“Did you see his face? The Fetch?”

“I’m not blind, Lazarus.”

“You misunderstand, Lady. They didn’t blindfold me for the ferocity of my
reputation. The Regent can’t catch the Fetch because he’s never been able to
procure a likeness of him, nor any of his men. The Fetch has nearly killed the
Regent twice in my memory, but even he couldn’t get a glimpse of the
Fetch’s face. No one knows what the man looks like, unless it’s those who
wouldn’t betray him for any number of pounds.”

Kelsea looked up at the stars, bright points blanketing the sky over her head.
They gave her no answers. She’d been growing sleepy, swaying in her
saddle, but now she found herself wide-awake again. She should create a
likeness of the Fetch at the earliest opportunity, or describe him to someone
who could truly draw. And yet she knew that she would do neither of these
things.

“Lady?”



Kelsea took a deep breath. “I wouldn’t betray him for any number of
pounds.”

“Ah, Christ.” Mace halted his horse in the middle of the road and simply sat
there for a moment. Kelsea could feel his disapproval; it was like being in the
corner of Carlin’s library, where Kelsea used to curl up and try to hunch into
as small a ball as possible when she didn’t know the answer. How Carlin
would react to this latest development? Kelsea decided not to imagine it.

“I’'m not proud of it,” she muttered defensively. “But I see no gain in
pretending it’s not so.”

“Do you know what a fetch is, Lady?

“A retrieval.”

“No. A fetch is a creature of ancient myth, a harbinger of death. The Fetch
is an extraordinary thief, but many of his other deeds won’t bear close
scrutiny.”

“I have no wish to hear about the Fetch’s other deeds at this time, Lazarus.”
Suddenly all she wanted to hear about was his other deeds. “I told you only
because we should have an understanding about this.”

“Well,” Mace replied after a moment, his voice resigned, “The man is a
disruptive influence. Perhaps we shouldn’t speak of him again.”

“Agreed.” Kelsea tugged lightly on the reins, guiding her horse forward.
She cast around for some other topic besides the Fetch. “My uncle has no
wife, Carlin told me. What’s this about one of his women?”

With some reluctance, Mace explained that the Regent had set himself up in
the manner of the Cadarese rulers, with a harem culled from young women
sold to the palace by poor families. On top of the fact that her kingdom was
now steeped in corruption, Kelsea had inherited a brothel into the bargain.
She asked Mace to teach her some foul words such as soldiers used, but he

refused, so she could find no language bad enough to vent her rage. Women



bought and sold! That particular evil was supposed to have been eradicated in
the Crossing.

“All of my uncle’s actions as Regent reflect on my throne. It’s as though I
sanctioned this traffic myself.”

“Perhaps not, Lady. No one really likes your uncle.”

This didn’t help Kelsea’s anger at all. But beneath her anger, there was also
a deep sense of unease. From Mace’s description, this practice had been
going on since before Kelsea was born. Why had her mother done nothing?
She began to ask Mace, then stopped. Of course he wouldn’t answer.

“I will have to get rid of the Regent,” she said decisively.

“He’s your uncle, Lady.”

“I don’t care. The minute I’'m on the throne, I’ll throw him out of the Keep.”

“Your uncle is high in the favor of the Red Queen, Lady. If you simply kick
him out of power, it could destabilize relations with Mortmesne.”

“Destabilize? I thought we had a treaty.”

“We do, Lady.” Mace cleared his throat. “But peace with Mortmesne is
always fragile. Open hostility could be disastrous.”

“Why?”

“This kingdom hasn’t the trained fighting men to deal with any army, let
alone that of Mortmesne. And we don’t have the steel.”

“So we need weapons and a real army.”

“No army will challenge Mortmesne, Lady. I’'m not a superstitious man, but
I believe the rumors about the Red Queen. I chanced to actually see her some
years ago—"

“How?”

“The Regent sent a full diplomatic embassy to Demesne. I was in the guard.
The Red Queen has held her kingdom for well over a century now, but I

swear to you, Lady, she looked no more than your mother’s age when you



were born.”

“And yet she’s only one woman, ageless though she may be.” Kelsea’s
voice was steady, but she was unnerved all the same. Discussions of a witch
queen were a poor idea on a deserted road in the deep of night. The campfires
that had dotted the sides of the road had disappeared entirely, and now it felt
as though she and Mace were truly alone in the dark. A sickly-sweet stench
of rot had begun to overtake the road; there must be a marsh nearby.

“Be very careful, Lady. Good as your intentions may be, the direct way isn’t
always best.”

“And yet here we are on the road, Lazarus.”

“Yes, for want of a better option.”

They made camp not long before dawn, still some four or five hours’ ride
from the city. Mace forbade Kelsea to build a fire, and as a precaution he
situated their camp behind a large blackberry thicket that blocked the view
from the road. The riders behind them must have finally made camp
themselves, for Kelsea heard no more hooves. She asked Mace if she could
shed her armor for sleep, and he nodded.

“But you’ll wear armor tomorrow, Lady, since we’ll enter the city in high
daylight. Armor’s not much without a sword, but it’s better than nothing.”

“Whatever you say,” Kelsea murmured, already half asleep despite the
insistent throb in her neck. She must sleep. All things narrowed toward
tomorrow. Fey, she thought. Riding toward death. She slept and dreamed of
endless fields, the fields she had seen running out before her across the
Almont Plain, covered with men and women, ragged scarecrow figures
working the land. Beyond the fields the sun was rising, and the sky was on
fire.

Kelsea moved closer to the nearest of the farm women. The woman turned,

and Kelsea saw that she was beautiful, with strong features and dark, tangled



hair, her face surprisingly young. As Kelsea approached, the woman held out
a bundle of wheat, as though for Kelsea’s inspection.

“Red,” the woman whispered crookedly, her eyes bright with madness. “All
red.”

Kelsea looked down again and saw that the woman was holding not a sheaf
of wheat but the broken, bleeding body of a small girl. The child’s eyes were
torn out, the sockets filled with blood. Kelsea opened her mouth to scream,

and Mace shook her awake.
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Chapter 5

Wide as God’s Ocean

Many families waited in front of the Keep that day, preparing

themselves for grief. They couldn’t know that they were about

to become players on the stage of history, and some to hold
parts greater than they could ever have imagined.

—The Early History of the Tearling,

AS TOLD BY MERWINIAN

They entered New London several hours after midday. Kelsea was groggy

with the heat, the punishing weight of her armor, and lack of sleep, but as
they crossed the New London Bridge, the sheer size of the city slapped her
awake.

The bridge had a toll gate, two men on either side making the collection.
Mace produced ten pence from his cloak and managed the admirable trick of
paying the gatekeeper while keeping his face covered. Kelsea studied the
bridge. It was a marvel of engineering: at least fifty yards long, carved from
grey blocks of granite and supported by six enormous pillars that jutted
upward from the Caddell River. The Caddell would continue around the outer



edge of the city, meandering some fifty miles west before it descended in
falls over the cliffs and emptied into the Tearling Gulf. The water beneath the
bridge was a deep azure.

“Don’t look too long at the water,” Mace murmured, and Kelsea jerked
around to face forward.

New London had originally started as a small town, built by early settlers on
one of the lower foothills of the Rice Mountains. But as the town grew into a
city, it had spread from hill to hill, eventually becoming the Tear capital.
Now New London covered the entire stretch of foothills, its buildings and
streets rolling gently up and down to accommodate the topography. The Keep
rose from the center of the city, an enormous obelisk of grey stone that
dwarfed the buildings surrounding. In her mind, Kelsea had always pictured
the Keep as an orderly structure, something like the drawings of castles in
Carlin’s Complete Brothers Grimm. But this structure ascended ziggurat
fashion, without symmetry: battlements and balconies on various levels,
multiple nooks and crannies capable of concealment. The Keep had been
constructed during the reign of Jonathan the Good, the second king of the
Tearling; no one knew the name of the architect, but he must have been a
marvel.

The rest of the city was less marvelous. Most of the buildings were poorly
constructed of cheap wood, and they leaned haphazardly every which way.
One good fire, Kelsea thought, and half the city would burn down.

Near the Keep, perhaps a mile distant, was another tower, pure white and
perhaps half as tall, topped with a golden cross. That must be the Arvath, the
seat of God’s Church. Close to the Keep, of course, although Mace had told
her that the Regent had given in and allowed the Holy Father to build a
private chapel within the Keep walls as well. Kelsea couldn’t tell if the cross

atop the Arvath was gilded or made of real gold, but it shone brilliantly in the



sun, and Kelsea narrowed her eyes at the sight. William Tear had forbidden
the practice of organized religion in his utopia; according to Carlin, he had
even thrown one man right over the side of his flagship when he found out
the man had been proselytizing in secret. But now Christianity had rebounded
as strongly as ever. Kelsea couldn’t say what her attitude toward God’s
Church would have been if she’d grown up in a different house, if her values
had not been so shaped by Carlin’s atheism. But it was too late; Kelsea’s
distrust of the golden cross was instinctive and visceral, even though she
knew that she would have to come to some sort of compromise with what it
represented. She had never been good at compromise, even during the easy
conflicts that arose in the cottage.

Mace rode silently beside her, occasionally pointing for a change of
direction, as the bridge ended and the crowded thoroughfare entered the city
proper.

They both remained heavily cloaked and hooded. Mace believed that all
routes to the Keep would be guarded, and Kelsea sensed the watchfulness in
him, the way he occasionally shifted his position to place himself between
her and something that had put his wind up.

Kelsea couldn’t detect anything out of the ordinary, but how could she
know what was ordinary? The streets were lined with stalls, merchants
hawking everything from simple fruits and vegetables to exotic birds. An
open-air market, Kelsea realized, one that grew ever more densely packed as
she and Mace attempted to maneuver their horses farther into the city. There
were shops as well, each with a gaily colored placard out front, and Kelsea
saw a tailor, a baker, a healer, a hairdresser, even a haberdasher! What sort of
vanity supported a hat shop?

The crowd astounded her. After years with only Barty and Carlin, it was

hard to accept so much humanity in one place. People were everywhere, and



they came in so many varieties, tall and short, old and young, dark and fair,
thin and round. Kelsea had met plenty of new people in the past few days, but
she had never really considered before how many possibilities were presented
by a single human face. She saw a man with a long, hooked nose, almost like
the beak of a bird; a woman with long, wavy blonde hair that seemed to
reflect the sun in thousands of sparkles. Everything seemed overly bright,
enough to make Kelsea’s eyes water. And the sounds! All around Kelsea was
the roar of innumerable voices raised at once, a clamor that she had never
heard before. Individual voices pressed in on her from time to time,
merchants shouting their wares or acquaintances greeting each other across
the confusion of the road, but their voices were nothing compared to the
overall roar of the crowd. It attacked Kelsea’s ears with a physical force that
threatened to crush her eardrums, yet she found the chaos oddly comforting.

As they rounded one corner, a performer caught Kelsea’s eye. He placed a
rose in a vase, made an identical vase appear from nowhere, then made the
rose vanish and reappear instantaneously in the second vase. Kelsea slowed
her horse to watch. The magician vanished the rose and both vases entirely,
and then reached into his own mouth and produced a snow-white kitten. The
animal was clearly alive; it squirmed in his hands while the crowd applauded.
The magician then presented the kitten to a small girl in the audience, who
squealed with excitement.

Kelsea smiled, charmed. Most likely he was gifted only with extraordinary
dexterity, not true magic, but she could see no slip in the flawless transition
of objects.

“We court danger here, Lady,” murmured Mace.

“What danger?”

“Only a feeling. But my feelings on such matters are usually right.”

Kelsea shook the reins and her horse began to trot forward again. “The



magician, Lazarus. Mark him for me.”

“Lady.”

As the day drew on, Kelsea began to share Mace’s anxiety. The novelty of
the crowd was diminishing, and everywhere Kelsea looked, she sensed
people staring at her. She felt more and more hunted, and wished simply for
the journey to be over. She had no doubt Mace had chosen the best route, but
still she began to long for an open, clear space where threats could arrive
cleanly, an honest fight.

But she didn’t know how to fight.

Although New London had the feel of a labyrinth, some neighborhoods
were clearly better off than others. The higher-end areas had well-tended
roads and well-dressed citizens on the streets, even a few brick buildings with
glass windows. But other areas had tightly packed pinewood buildings, with
no windows and denizens who slouched along the walls in a creeping, furtive
manner. Sometimes Kelsea and Mace were forced to ride though a cloud of
stench that suggested that the houses were plumbed poorly, or not at all.

This is what it smells like in February, Kelsea thought, sickened. What must
it be like in high summer?

Halfway through a particularly run-down section, Kelsea realized she was
in a blue district. The street was so narrow that it was really an alley. The
buildings were all made of some cheap wood that Kelsea couldn’t even
identify, and many buildings listed so far sideways that it seemed a miracle
they were still standing. Occasionally Kelsea heard screams and the sound of
things breaking as they passed. The air rang with laughter, a cold and loveless
sort of laughter that made her skin break out in gooseflesh.

Poorly dressed women appeared from the crooked doorways and leaned
against walls, while Kelsea stared at them in helpless fascination from

beneath the shelter of her hood. There was an indefinable air of squalor about



the prostitutes, something that couldn’t be pinpointed. It wasn’t their
clothing; certainly their dresses were neither more nor less fancy than many
Kelsea had seen, and despite the considerable amount of flesh they displayed,
it wasn’t the cut of the garments either. It was something in the eyes, in the
way the eyes seemed to eat up the faces of even the heaviest women. They
looked worn, the young as well as the old. Many of them appeared to have
scars. Kelsea didn’t want to imagine the lives they must lead, but she couldn’t
help it.

I’ll close this entire section down, she thought. Close it down and give them
all real employment.

Carlin’s voice spoke up in her head. Will you regulate the length of their
dresses as well? Perhaps forbid novels deemed too pornographic?

There’s a difference.

No difference. Blue laws are blue laws. If you wish to dictate private
morality, march yourself over to the Arvath.

Mace directed her to the left, between two buildings, and Kelsea was
relieved when they emerged onto a wide boulevard lined with neatly kept
shops. The grey facade of the Keep was closer now, blotting out the
surrounding mountains and most of the sky. Despite the width of the
boulevard, it was so crowded that Kelsea and Mace were boxed in again, and
could only muddle along at the crowd’s pace. There was more sunlight on
this boulevard, and Kelsea felt uneasy, exposed despite her cloak and hood.
No one knew what she looked like, but Mace must cut a recognizable figure
anywhere. He seemed to share the feeling, for he spurred his stallion forward
until he was literally nudging the crowd of riders and pedestrians out of the
way. A path opened before them, with some grumbling on either side.

“Straight ahead,” Mace muttered, “as quickly as we can.”

Still their progress was slow. Rake, who had behaved well throughout the



journey, seemed to sense Kelsea’s anxiety and now began to resist her
direction. Her efforts to control the horse quickly became exhausting in
combination with the weight of Pen’s armor. She was sweating in thick drips
that trickled down her neck and back, and Mace’s darting glances behind
them became more frequent as they went. The crowds continued to pack
them in more and more tightly as they approached the Keep.

“Can’t we take another way?”

“There’s no other way,” Mace replied. He was controlling his horse with
only one hand now; the other was on his sword. “We’re out of time, Lady.
Push on; not much farther now.”

For the next few minutes, Kelsea struggled to stay conscious. The late
afternoon sun bore down on her dark cloak, and the close quarters created by
the crowd did nothing to relieve the feeling of suffocation. Twice she swayed
in her saddle, and was only restored by Mace’s tight grip on her shoulder.

Finally the boulevard ended, branching off onto a wide field of grass that
circled the Keep and its moat. At the sight of the Keep Lawn, Kelsea felt a
moment of atavistic excitement. Here the Mort soldiers had gathered with
their siege equipment, had nearly breached the walls, and then had been
turned away at the last minute. The lawn sloped gently downhill toward the
Keep, which was surrounded by a moat. Almost directly below her, a wide
stone bridge crossed the water, leading to the Keep Gate. Two lines of guards
were stationed at even intervals along the edges of the bridge. All around
them, buildings climbed the surrounding hills. The grey monolith of the Keep
itself towered almost directly over Kelsea’s head, and staring at the top made
her dizzy, forced her to look away.

The Keep Lawn was covered with people, and Kelsea’s first reaction was
surprise: wasn’t her arrival supposed to be a secret? Adults, children, even

the elderly, streamed like water across the grass and down toward the moat.



But this wasn’t at all how Kelsea had pictured this day in her daydreams.
Where were the cheering masses, the flowers thrown? Some of these people
were weeping, but not the happy tears that Kelsea had imagined. Like the
farmers in the Almont, all of these people looked as though they could use
several hundred good meals. They wore the same sort of clothing Kelsea had
seen in the Almont as well: dark and shapeless wool. Deep misery was etched
into each face. Kelsea felt a sudden wave of powerful anxiety. Something
wasn’t right.

Another scan of the lawn revealed that while many of the people on the
lawn were milling around, apparently loitering, some of them had organized
into long, straight lines that stretched down to the edge of the moat. When the
crowd parted, Kelsea saw that there were several tables down there, tables
with men standing behind them, probably officials, given the deep, identical
blue of their clothing. Kelsea felt relief, tinged with slight disappointment.
These people hadn’t come to see her at all. They were here for something
else. The lines were very long, and they weren’t moving. The entire crowd
appeared to be waiting.

But for what?

She turned to Mace, who was keeping a sharp eye on the lawn, one hand
clenched on the hilt of his sword. “Lazarus, what are all these people doing
here?”

He didn’t answer, wouldn’t meet her eye. A cold noose seemed to tighten
around her heart. The crowd shifted again, and Kelsea spotted something
new, some sort of metal contraption beside the moat. She stood up in her
stirrups to get a better look and saw a series of structures: low rectangular
boxes, about ten feet tall. The tops and bottoms were wood, and the sides
were metal. There were nine of them in a line, stretching all the way down

the lawn toward the far corner of the Keep. Kelsea squinted (her eyesight had



never been very good) and saw that the walls of the boxes were actually a
series of metal bars. Time suddenly slipped backward, and she saw Barty,
heard his voice as clearly as if he was beside her, his fingers cleverly weaving
wire through a series of holes punched in a piece of sanded wood. “Now, Kel,
we make the wire tight enough that the rabbit can’t get away, but not so tight
that the poor little bastard suffocates before we find him. People have to trap
to survive, but a good trapper makes sure the animal suffers as little as
possible.”

Kelsea’s eyes ran over the line of metal boxes again, assessing, and she felt
everything inside her go cold, all at once.

Not boxes. Cages.

She gripped Mace’s arm, heedless of the wounds that she knew lay beneath
his cloak. When she spoke, her voice didn’t entirely sound like her own.
“Lazarus. You tell me what’s going on here. Now.”

This time he finally met her eye, and his bleak expression was all the
confirmation that Kelsea needed. “It’s the shipment, Lady. Two hundred and
fifty people, once a month, like clockwork.”

“Shipment to where?”

“To Mortmesne.”

Kelsea turned back to the lawn. Her mind seemed to have gone blank. The
lines had begun moving now, slowly but surely, toward the tables down
beside the moat. While Kelsea watched, one of the officials marched a
woman away from the table, toward the cages. He stopped at the third cage
and gestured to a man in a black uniform (the Tear army uniform, Kelsea
realized faintly), who then pulled open a cleverly concealed door at the cage
end. The woman marched meekly inside, and the soldier in black closed and
locked the door.

“The Mort Treaty,” Kelsea murmured numbly. “This is how my mother



made peace.”

“The Red Queen wanted tribute, Lady. The Tearling had nothing else to
offer.”

A sharp pain arrowed through Kelsea’s chest, and she pressed a clenched
fist between her breasts. Peeking beneath her shirt, she saw that her sapphire
was glowing, a bright and angry blue. She gathered the jewel in a handful of
the cloth and found that the thing was scalding, deep heat that burned her
palm through the cloth. The sapphire continued to burn her hand, but the pain
was nothing compared to the burn inside her chest, which continued,
deepening with each passing second until it began to change, moving toward
something different. Not pain . . . something else. She didn’t question the
feeling, for she seemed to be beyond any capacity for wonder now, and could
only stare mutely at the scene in front of her.

More officials were escorting people toward the cages. The crowd had
backed up to allow them space, and Kelsea saw now that each cage had
enormous wheels of wood. Tear soldiers had already begun to tether a team
of mules to the cage at the far end of the Keep. Even from a distance, Kelsea
could tell that the cages had seen hard use; several of the bars were visibly
scarred, as if they’d been attacked.

Rescue attempts, her mind murmured. There must have been at least a few.
She suddenly remembered standing in front of the big picture window at the
cottage as a child, crying about something—a skinned knee, perhaps, or a
chore she hadn’t wanted to do—staring at the forest, certain that this was the
day when her mother would finally come. Kelsea couldn’t have been more
than three or four, but she remembered her certainty very well: her mother
would come, she would hold Kelsea in her arms, and she would be nothing
but good.

I was a fool.



“Why these people?” she asked Mace. “How do they choose them?”

“By lottery, Lady.”

“Lottery,” she repeated faintly. “I see.”

Family members had begun to gather around the cages now, speaking to
people inside, holding hands, or merely loitering. Several of the black-clad
soldiers had been stationed next to each cage, and they watched the crowd
stonily, clearly anticipating the moment when a family member presented a
threat. But the onlookers were passive, and to Kelsea that seemed the worst
thing of all. They were beaten, her people. It was clear in the long, straight
lines that stretched from the official table, the way families merely stood
beside the cages, waiting for their loved ones to depart.

Kelsea’s attention caught and held on the two cages nearest the table. These
cages were shorter than the others, their steel bars set more tightly in their
frames. Already, each cage held several small forms. Kelsea blinked and
found that her eyes had filled with tears. They coursed slowly down her face
until she tasted salt.

“Even children?” she asked Mace. “Why don’t the parents just flee?”

“When one of the allotted runs, his entire family is forfeit in the next lottery.
Look around you, Lady. These are large families. Often they must sacrifice
the welfare of one child, thinking of the other eight.”

“This is my mother’s system?”

“No. The architect of the lottery is down there.” Mace pointed toward the
officials’ table. “Arlen Thorne.”

“But my mother approved it?”

“She did.”

“She did,” Kelsea repeated faintly. The world tipped crazily in front of her
and she dug her fingernails into her arm, drawing blood, until the haze

disappeared. In its wake came fury, a terrible, cheated anger that threatened



to overwhelm her. Elyssa the Benevolent, Elyssa the Peacemaker. Kelsea’s
mother, who had sold her people off wholesale.

“All’s not lost, Lady,” Mace said unexpectedly, putting a hand on her arm.
“I swear to you, you’re nothing like her.”

Kelsea gritted her teeth. “You’re right. I won’t allow this to continue.”

“Lady, the Mort Treaty is specific. There is no appeals process, no outside
arbiter. If a single shipment fails to arrive in Demesne on time, the Mort
Queen has the right to invade this country and wreak terror. I lived through
the last Mort invasion, Lady, and I assure you, Mhurn wasn’t exaggerating
the carnage. Before you take action, consider the consequences.”

Somewhere a woman had begun wailing, a high, eldritch shrieking that
reminded Kelsea of a story Barty used to tell her as a child: the banshee, a
terrible creature that summoned one to her death. The screams echoed over
the crowd, and Kelsea finally pinpointed the source: a woman who was trying
desperately to reach the first cage. Her husband was trying just as hard to
drag her away, but he was heavyset and she was too quick for him, wriggling
out of his grasp and pushing her way toward the enclosure. The husband
buried a hand in her hair and simply yanked, pulling her from her feet. The
woman went down to the ground in a pile, but a moment later she was up
again, straining toward the cage.

The four soldiers on guard around the cage were visibly on edge; they
watched the mother uneasily, not certain whether to get involved. Her voice
was giving way, her shrieks fading to a bruised cawing like a crow’s, and her
strength also appeared to be giving out. While Kelsea watched, the husband
finally won the battle and got a grip on her wool dress. He pulled her away to
a safe distance from the cage, and the soldiers settled back into their formerly
relaxed postures.

But the mother continued to croak brokenly, the sound audible even from



Kelsea’s distance. Husband and wife stood watching the cage, surrounded by
several children. Kelsea’s vision was blurred, and her hands were shaking on
the reins. She sensed something terrible within her, not the girl hidden in the
cottage: someone on fire, burning. The sapphire branded her chest. She
wondered if it was possible for her own skin to break open, revealing another
person entirely.

Mace touched her shoulder gently, and she spun around to him with wild
eyes. He held out his sword. “Right or wrong, Lady, I see that you mean to
take action. Hold this.”

Kelsea took the hilt in her hand, liking the heft of it, though the blade was
too long for her build. “What about you?”

“I have many weapons, and we have friends here. The sword is for
appearance only.”

“What friends?”

Slowly and casually, Mace raised an open palm into the air, clenched it into
a fist, and dropped his arm again. Kelsea waited a moment, half expecting the
sky to break open. She sensed some shifting in the crowd around her, but
nothing distinct. Mace, however, seemed satisfied, and turned back to her.
Kelsea looked at him for a moment, this man who’d guarded her life for days
now, and said, “You were right, Lazarus. I see my own death, and exalt in it.
But before I go, I’'m going to cut a wide swath here, wide as God’s Ocean. If
you don’t want to die with me, you should leave now.”

“Lady, your mother wasn’t a good queen, but she wasn’t evil. She was a
weak queen. She would never have been able to walk straight into death. A
fey streak carries enormous power, but be very certain that the havoc you
wreak is for your people, not against your mother’s memory. This is the
difference between a queen and an angry child.”

Kelsea tried to focus on his words, the way she would have considered any



problem set before her, but what popped into her mind instead were
illustrations from Carlin’s history books. People of deep brown skin, an old
and infamous brutality that had darkened an age. Carlin had dwelled long on
this period in history, and Kelsea had wondered more than once why it
should be relevant. Behind her closed eyes, she saw stories and illustrations:
people in chains. Man caught fleeing and roasted alive. Girls raped at so
young an age that their wombs never recovered. Children stolen out of their
mothers’ arms and sold at auction. State-sponsored slavery.

In my kingdom.

Carlin had known, but she hadn’t been allowed to tell. Yet she had done her
job, almost too well, for now years of extraordinary cruelty flickered through
Kelsea’s mind in less than a second. “I will end this.”

“You’re certain?” Mace asked.

“I’m certain.”

“Then I vow to guard you against death.”

Kelsea blinked. “You do?”

Mace nodded, resolve clear in his weathered face. “You have possibility in
you, Lady. Carroll and I could both sense it. I have nothing to lose, and I
would rather die attempting to eradicate a great evil, for I sense that’s Your
Majesty’s purpose.”

Majesty. The word seemed to ripple through her. “I haven’t been crowned,
Lazarus.”

“No matter, Lady. I see the queenship in you, and I never saw it in your
mother, not one day of her life.”

Kelsea looked away, moved to fresh tears. She had won a guard. Only one,
but he was the most important. She wiped her leaking eyes and tightened her
grip on the sword. “If I shout, will they hear me?”

“Let me do the shouting, Lady, since you don’t have a proper herald yet.



You’ll have their full attention in a moment. Keep your hand on that sword,
and don’t move any closer to the Keep. I see no archers, but they may be
there, all the same.”

Kelsea nodded firmly, though inwardly she groaned. She was a mess. The
simple, clean gown that the Fetch had given her was now streaked with mud,
the hem of her pants torn. Pen’s armor was twice as heavy as it had been that
morning. Her long, unwashed hair fell from its pins to dangle in dark brown
clumps around her face, and sweat poured down her forehead, stinging her
eyes. She remembered her childhood dream of entering the city on a white
pony with a crown on her head. Today she looked nothing like a queen.

The mother in front of the children’s cage had begun weeping again,
oblivious to the small children who looked fearfully up at her. Kelsea cursed
herself. Who cares about your hair, you fool? Look what’s been done here.

“What are those cages made of, Lazarus?”

“Mort iron.”

“But the wheels and undercarriage are wood.”

“Tearling oak, Lady. What are you getting at?”

Staring down at the table full of blue-clad officials in front of the Keep,
Kelsea took a deep breath. This was her last moment to be anonymous.
Everything was about to change. “The cages. After we empty them, we’re

going to set them on fire.”

J avel was fighting sleep. Guarding the Keep Gate was not a challenging job.

It had been at least eighteen months since anyone had tried to rush the gate,
and that attempt had been halfhearted, a drunk who stumbled up at two in the
morning with a grievance over his taxes. Nothing had happened, and nothing
was going to happen. That was the life of a Gate Guard.

Besides being sleepy, Javel was miserable. He had never enjoyed his job,



but he positively loathed it during the shipment. The crowd as a whole didn’t
present a security problem; they stood around like cows waiting for the
slaughter. But there was always some incident at the children’s cages, which
were closest to the gate, and today was no exception. Javel had breathed a
sigh of relief when they finally got the woman quieted down. There was
always a parent like that, usually a mother, and only Keller, true dyed-in-the-
wool sadist that he was, enjoyed hearing a woman scream. For the rest of the
Gate Guard, the shipment was bad duty. Even if another guard was willing to
trade, it took two regular shifts to balance it out.

The second problem was that the shipment brought two troops of the Tear
army onto the Keep Lawn. The army thought Gate Guard was a soft option, a
refuge for those who weren’t skilled enough or brave enough to be soldiers. It
wasn’t always true; across the drawbridge, directly in front of Javel, stood
Vil, who’d received two commendations from Queen Elyssa after the Mort
invasion and been rewarded with command of the gate. But they weren’t all
Vil, and the Tear army never let them forget it. Even now, when Javel cut his
eyes to the left, he could see two of the soldiers snickering, and he was
certain they were laughing at him.

The worst thing about the shipment was that it reminded him of Allie. Most
of the time he didn’t think about Allie, and when he did start to think of her,
he could find the nearest bottle of whiskey and put an end to that. But he
couldn’t drink on duty; even if Vil wasn’t on watch, the other guards
wouldn’t tolerate it. There wasn’t much loyalty in the Gate Guard, but there
was plenty of solidarity, a solidarity based on the understanding that none of
them was perfect. They all looked the other way for Ethan’s incessant
gambling, Marco’s illiteracy, and even Keller’s habit of roughing up the
whores down in the Gut. But none of those problems impaired their job

performance. If Javel wanted to drink, he had to wait until he was off duty.



Fortunately, the sun was beginning to set and the cages were almost full.
The priest from the Arvath had risen from his place at the table, and now he
stood beside the first cage, his white robes rippling in the late afternoon wind.
Javel didn’t recognize this official, a great, thick fellow with jowls that hung
down almost to his neck. Piety was good, so the saying went, but it was
especially good with everything else. Javel loathed the sight of the priest, this
man who never had to face the lottery. Perhaps he had even joined God’s
Church for that reason; many men did. Javel remembered the day the Regent
had granted the Church exemption; there had been an outcry. The lottery was
an indiscriminate predator; it took everyone it could get its hands on. It was
indiscriminate, but it was fair, and God’s Church only took men. Yes, there
had been an outcry, but like all outcries, it soon quieted.

Javel fidgeted with his sleeves, wishing the time would pass faster. It
couldn’t be long now. The priest would bless the shipment, Thorne would
give the signal, and then the cages would begin to roll. It was technically the
Gate Guard’s job to disperse the crowd, but Javel knew this routine as well:
the crowd would disperse itself, following the shipment when it left the lawn.
Most of the families would go at least as far as the New London Bridge, but
eventually they would give up. Javel closed his eyes, feeling a sudden pain
behind his ribs. When Allie’s name had been pulled from the lot, they had
talked about fleeing, and at some point they’d almost done it. But Javel had
been young and a Gate Guard, and in the end he had convinced Allie that it
was their duty to stay. Javel believed in the lottery, in loyalty to the Raleigh
house, in the sacrifices that needed to be made for a larger peace. If his name
had been pulled from the lot instead, he would have gone without question.
Everything had seemed so clear then, and it was only when he saw Allie in
the cage that his certainty crumbled. He thought longingly of the burn in his

throat, the way it would hit his stomach like an anchor, setting everything in



its place. Whiskey always put Allie back in the past, where she belonged.

“People of the Tearling!”

The man’s voice, sonorous and powerful, rolled down the slope and across
the lawn before reverberating against the walls of the Keep. The crowd
hushed. Gate Guards weren’t supposed to have their eyes anywhere but the
bridge, but all of them, Javel included, turned to peer toward the top of the
lawn.

“The Mace is back,” Martin murmured.

He was right. The figure at the top of the slope was unmistakably Lazarus
of the Mace: tall, broad, and terrifying. Whenever he passed by Javel on the
gate, Javel did his best to be as invisible as possible. He was always afraid
that those deep, calculating eyes might linger on him, and Javel didn’t want
to be even a speck in the smallest corner of the Mace’s mind.

Beside the Mace was a smaller figure, cloaked and hooded in purple.
Probably Pen Alcott. Queen’s Guards were usually tall and well built, but
they’d taken Alcott despite his slim build; he was reputed to be very good
with a sword. But then Alcott pushed back his hood, and Javel saw that it was
a woman, a plain woman with long, tangled dark hair.

“I am Lazarus of the Queen’s Guard!” the Mace’s voice boomed again.
“Welcome Queen Kelsea of the Tearling!”

Javel’s jaw dropped. He’d heard rumors that the Regent had intensified the
search in recent months, but he hadn’t paid much attention. There wasn’t
even any proof that the princess had ever escaped the city. Songs about the
girl’s return sometimes went around the city, but Javel dismissed these. After
all, musicians had to write about something, and the Regent’s enemies liked
to keep people’s hopes alive. But there wasn’t even any proof that the
princess had ever escaped the city. Most of New London, including Javel,

assumed that she was long dead.



“All of them,” Martin muttered. “Look!”

Craning his neck, Javel saw that a group of grey-cloaked figures had formed
a ring around the woman, and as they pushed back their own hoods, Javel
recognized Galen and Dyer, then Elston and Kibb, Mhurn and Coryn. It was
the remainder of the old Queen’s Guard. Even Pen Alcott was there, just in
front of the woman with his sword drawn, wearing a green cloak.

According to rumor, the Regent had tried to kick them all out of the Keep
several times by stopping their salaries or assigning them to other duties. But
he never managed to get rid of them for more than a few months or so, and
they always came back. Carroll and the Mace held plenty of clout with the
Tear nobles, but the real problem was deeper: no one feared the Regent, at
least not the way they feared the Mace.

The crowd began to murmur, a buzzing that grew louder with each passing
second. Javel felt the mood shifting around him. The shipment ran like
clockwork each month: the check-in, the loading, the departure, Arlen Thorne
at the head of the census table in his usual fashion as though he was the grand
emperor of the New World. Even the inevitable screaming parent eventually
quieted down and left the lawn, weeping, when the cages had vanished into
the city. It was all part of an orchestrated piece.

But now Thorne leaned over and began speaking urgently to one of his
deputies. The entire census table was moving, like rodents who scented
danger. Javel was pleased to see that the soldiers around the cages were
eyeing the crowd uneasily, that most of them had their hands on their swords.
The priest from the Arvath had leaned in as well, his jowls shaking with each
word as he argued with Thorne. The priests of God’s Church preached
obedience to the Census, and in return, the Arvath received a healthy tax
exemption from the Regent. The Arvath’s head bursar, Cardinal Walker, did

a lot of drinking down in the Gut, and he wasn’t particular about who he did



it with; Javel had heard several reminiscences about the Holy Father’s
dealings that chilled his blood.

But like most of the Holy Father’s moves, this had been a shrewd one.
Church doctrine did seem to make the Census run more smoothly. Javel
could almost pinpoint the devout families by the resignation on their faces;
long before their loved ones ever went into the cage, they had accepted it as
their duty to country and God. Javel himself had attended God’s Church, long
ago, but he had only done it to keep Allie happy, and he hadn’t been back
since the day she shipped. The priest’s face grew more choleric the longer he
argued with Thorne. Javel imagined going over and giving the fat man a good
kick in the gut.

Suddenly a man’s voice rose above the low hum of the crowd, pleading:
“Give me back my sister, Majesty!”

Then they were all shouting at once.

“Please, Lady, pity!”

“Y our Majesty can stop this!”

“Give me back my son!”

The Queen held up her hands for silence. At that moment, Javel knew for
certain that she truly was the Queen, though he never knew why or how he
knew. She stood up in her stirrups, not tall but imposing nonetheless, her
head thrown back combatively and her hair streaming around her face. Even
raised in a shout, her voice was dark and deliberate, like syrup. Or whiskey.

“I am the Queen of the Tearling! Open the cages!”

The crowd erupted in a roar that hit Javel with the impact of a physical
blow. Several soldiers moved to obey, pulling keys from their belts, but
Thorne barked sharply, “Hold your positions!”

Javel had always thought Arlen Thorne the scrawniest human being he’d

ever seen. The man was a collection of long, sticklike limbs, and the deep



navy of the census uniform did nothing to augment his girth. Watching
Thorne rise from the table was like watching a spider uncoil itself and
prepare to hunt. Javel shook his head. Queen or no, the girl was never going
to get those cages open. Thorne had grown up in the Gut, raised by whores
and thieves, and he’d clambered his way to the top of that particular shitheap
to become the most profitable slave trader in the Tear. He didn’t see the
world in the same way that most people did. Two years ago, a family named
Morrell had tried to flee the Tearling when their daughter’s name came up in
the lot. Thorne had hired the Caden, who found the Morrells in a cave within
a day’s ride of the Cadarese border. But it was Thorne himself who tortured
the child to death before her parents’ eyes. Thorne made no secret of these
dealings. He wanted the world to know.

Vil, braver than the rest of them, had asked Thorne what he hoped to
accomplish, reporting back: “Thorne said it was an object lesson. He said you
couldn’t underestimate the value of a good object lesson.”

The object lesson had worked; so far as Javel knew, no one had tried to
smuggle out one of the allotted since. Both Morrells had gone to Mortmesne
in the next shipment, and Javel remembered that departure well enough: the
mother was one of the first to march into the cage, docile as a rabbit. Looking
into her blank eyes, Javel had seen that she was dead already. Much later,
he’d heard that she’d succumbed to pneumonia on the journey, and Thorne
had left her body for the vultures on the side of the Mort Road.

“The Queen of the Tearling has been dead these many years,” Thorne
announced. “If you claim to be the uncrowned princess, this kingdom will
require better proof than your word.”

“Your name, sir!” the Queen demanded.

Thorne stood up straight and drew in a deep breath; even from twenty feet

away, Javel could see his pigeon chest expand. “I’m Arlen Thorne, Overseer



of the Census!”

While Thorne was speaking, the Queen had reached up behind her neck and
begun fiddling there, in the way a woman did when there was something
wrong with her hair. It was a gesture Allie used to make, when the day was
hot or when she was exasperated about something, and it pained Javel to see
it on another woman. Memory cut infinitely deeper than swords; that was
God’s truth. Javel closed his eyes and saw Allie for the last time, six years
ago, that final glimpse of her bright blonde hair before she vanished over the
Pike Hill into Mortmesne. He’d never wanted a drink so badly in his life.

The Queen held something high in the air. Javel squinted and saw a flash of
blue in the last of the dying sunlight, there and then gone. But the crowd
erupted again in bedlam. So many hands went into the air that the Queen was
momentarily blocked from view.

“Jeremy!” called Ethan from up the bridge. “Is it the Heir’s Jewel?”

Jeremy, who had better eyesight than any of them, shrugged and called
back, “It’s a blue jewel! Never seen the real one!”

Several groups of people had begun to push forward toward the cage of
children. The soldiers pulled swords and turned them back easily, but the area
around the cage was in a tumult now, and none of the swords returned to their
scabbards. Javel grinned; it was good to see the army forced to work for
once, even if this small rebellion was doomed. The troops who guarded the
shipment were entitled to a bonus from the Regent. They didn’t reap as much
reward from the shipment as the nobles who took toll from the Mort Road,
but it was a fair chunk of money, from what Javel had heard. Good money for
bad work; it seemed fitting to Javel that they should meet with some
difficulty along the way.

“Anyone can hang a necklace around a child’s neck,” Thorne replied,

ignoring the crowd. “How do we know it’s the true jewel?”



Javel turned back to the Queen, but before she could react, the Mace was
shouting at Thorne. “I am a Queen’s Guard, and my word has bonded to this
kingdom! That is the Heir’s Jewel, just as I last saw it eighteen years ago!”
The Mace leaned forward against his horse’s neck, his voice carrying an
undercurrent of ferocity that made Javel recoil. “I’ve bound myself to this
Queen, Thorne, to guard her life! Do you question my loyalty to the Tear?”

The Queen sliced the air with her hand, and the gesture silenced the Mace
immediately. The Queen leaned forward and shouted, “All of you down
there! You’re part of my government, and my army! You will open the
cages!”

The soldiers looked blankly at each other and then turned back to Thorne,
who shook his head. And then Javel saw something extraordinary: the
Queen’s jewel, almost invisible moments ago, now flared a bright
aquamarine, so bright that Javel had to squint, even at this distance. The
necklace swung, a glowing blue pendulum over the Queen’s head, and she
seemed to grow taller, her skin lit from within. She was no longer a round-
faced girl in a worn cloak; for a moment she seemed to fill the whole world, a
tall, grave woman with a crown on her head.

Javel grabbed Martin’s shoulder. “Do you see that?”

“See what?”

“Nothing,” Javel muttered, not wanting Martin to think him drunk. The
Queen had begun speaking again, her voice angry but controlled, reason on
top and fury underneath.

“I may sit on the throne for only one day, but if you don’t open those cages
right now, I swear before Great God that my sole act as Queen will be to
watch every one of you die for treason! You will not live to see another sun
set! Will you test my word?”

For a moment, the scene before the cages remained frozen. Javel held his



breath, waiting for Thorne to do something, for an earthquake to break the
Keep lawn wide open. The sapphire above the Queen’s head was now
glowing so brightly that he had to raise a hand to shield his eyes. For a
moment, he had the irrational feeling that the jewel was looking at him, that it
saw everything: Allie and the bottle, the years he’d spent with the two of
them tangled inside his head.

Then the soldiers began to move. Only a few at first, then several more, and
more after that. Despite Thorne, who had begun to hiss at them in a furious
undertone, the two commanders took keys from their belts and began to
unlock the cages.

Javel released his breath, staring at this phenomenon. He’d never seen the
cages opened once they’d been locked; he supposed no one but the Mort had.
He knew of several people, including himself, who had followed the
shipment all the way to the Argive Pass. But few dared to cross the Mort
border, and no one followed the shipment all the way to its final destination
in Demesne. If the Mort army found any Tear hanging around the cages, they
would kill him outright as a saboteur.

One by one, men and women had begun to clamber out of the cages. The
crowd received them into what seemed to be an enormous embrace. An old
woman ten feet from the census table simply collapsed and began weeping on
the ground.

Thorne braced both arms on the table, his voice acid. “And what of
Mortmesne, then, Princess? Will you bring the Red Queen’s army down on
us all?”

Javel turned back to the Queen and was relieved to find that she was simply
a girl again, just a teenager with an unremarkable face and disheveled hair.
His vision, if that’s what it had been, was gone. But her voice had not

diminished; if anything, it was louder now, clear anger ringing across the



Keep Lawn. “I haven’t named you a foreign policy adviser, Arlen Thorne.
Nor have I ridden halfway across this kingdom to engage in pointless debate
with a bureaucrat on my own front lawn. I consider the good of my people
first and foremost in this, as in everything.”

The Mace leaned over to whisper in the Queen’s ear. She nodded and
pointed at Thorne. “You! Overseer! I hold you responsible to see that each
child is returned to his family. Should I hear complaint of a lost child, it will
rest at your feet. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Lady,” Thorne intoned colorlessly, and Javel was suddenly very glad
that he couldn’t see the man’s face. The Queen might think she’d leashed this
particular dog, but Arlen Thorne had no leash, and she’d find that out soon
enough.

“Praise for the Queen!” someone cried from the far side of the cages, and
the crowd roared its approval. Families were reuniting in front of the cages,
people calling joyfully to each other across the expanse of the lawn. But most
of all, Javel heard weeping, a sound he hated. Their loved ones were being
returned; what the hell did they have to cry about?

“There will be no more shipments to Mortmesne!” the Queen shouted, and
the crowd answered in another incoherent roar. Javel blinked and saw Allie’s
face floating just behind his closed eyes. Some days he feared he had
forgotten her face; no matter how hard he tried, it wouldn’t come clear in his
mind. He would fixate on one feature he thought he remembered, something
easy like Allie’s chin, and then it would shimmer and blur like a mirage. But
every so often would come a day like this, when he could recall every angle
of Allie’s face, the curve of her cheekbone, the determined set of her jaw, and
he would realize that the forgetting had actually been a kindness. He looked
up at the sky and saw, relieved, that it was purpled with dusk. The sun had
disappeared behind the Keep.



“Vil!” he called across the bridge. “Aren’t we off duty?”

Vil turned to him, his round face astonished. “You want to leave now?”

“No ... no, I was just asking.”

“Well, hold it together,” Vil replied, his voice shaded with mockery. “You
can drown your sorrows later.”

Javel’s face flamed, and he looked at the ground, clenching his hand into a
fist. A hand clapped on his back; he looked up and saw Martin, his friendly
face sympathetic. Javel nodded to show that he was all right, and Martin
scuttled back to his position.

Two Queen’s Guards, one large and one small, both cloaked in grey, were
moving around the cages with a bucket. Elston and Kibb, most likely; the two
of them were inseparable. Javel couldn’t tell what they were doing, but it
didn’t really matter. Most of the cages were empty now. Thorne had
instituted some sort of careful procedure at the children’s cages, releasing the
children one at a time and questioning parents who came forward before
handing off a child. Probably a good idea; there was a loose confederacy of
pimps and madams down in the Gut who catered to all tastes, and they
weren’t above snatching a child from time to time. Javel, who spent plenty of
time in the Gut, had thought more than once about trying to find the people
who did these things, trying to bring them to some sort of justice. But his
resolve always weakened as night fell, and besides, that was a charge for
someone else. Someone brave.

Anyone but me.

Kelsea was exhausted. She clutched the hilt of Mace’s sword, trying to look

regal and unconcerned, but her heart was hammering and her muscles felt
drawn with fatigue. She reclasped the necklace around her throat and found

that she hadn’t imagined it: the sapphire was burning, as though it had been



heated in a forge. For a few moments there, arguing with Arlen Thorne, she
had felt as though she could reach out and break the sky in half. But now all
of that power had gone, drained away, leaving her muscles slack. If they
didn’t get inside soon, she thought she might fall off her horse.

The sun had disappeared, and the entire lawn beneath the Keep was bathed
in shadow, the temperature sinking rapidly. But they couldn’t go yet; Mace
had sent several guards out into the crowd on various errands, and so far none
of them had come back. Kelsea was relieved to see so many of her mother’s
Guard alive, though she’d already done a quick count and realized, her heart
sinking, that Carroll wasn’t there. But several new guards had shown up as
well, men who hadn’t been with them on their journey. There might be as
many as fifteen guards surrounding her now, but Kelsea couldn’t be sure
without turning around. Somehow it seemed very important not to look back.

Perhaps a third of the people who’d originally been on the lawn had drifted
away, likely fearing trouble, but most stayed. Some families were still
tearfully reuniting with their loved ones, but others were merely spectators
now, watching Kelsea curiously. The pressure of their eyes was a monstrous
weight.

They expect me to do something extraordinary, she realized. Now, and every
day for the rest of my life.

The idea was terrifying.

She turned to Mace. “We need to get inside.”

“Only a moment more, Lady.”

“What are we waiting for?”

“Your Majesty’s rescuer said a true thing, and one that’s stayed with me.
Often the direct way is the right way, for reasons that can’t be foreseen.”

“Meaning what?”

Mace pointed to the edge of the circle of guards, and Kelsea saw four



women and several children waiting there. One of them was the woman who
had been screaming down in front of the cage. A small girl, perhaps three
years old, was clutched in her arms, and four other children surrounded her.
Her long hair fell over her face as she bent to her daughter.

“Your attention!” Mace called.

The woman looked up, and Kelsea’s breath caught. It was the madwoman
from her dream, the one who had held the destroyed child in her arms. She
had the same long, dark hair and pale complexion, the same high forehead. If
the woman spoke, Kelsea thought she would even recognize the voice.

But I’ve never been able to see the future, Kelsea thought, bewildered. Not
once in my life. As a child, she’d often wished for the sight; Carlin had told
her several stories of the Red Queen’s seer, a truly gifted woman who had
predicted many great happenings that eventually came to pass. But Kelsea
had only the present.

“The Queen requires a service corps!” Mace announced, and Kelsea

jumped, refocusing her attention on the scene in front of her. “She’ll require

»

“Hold.” Kelsea held up her hand, seeing the sudden fear in the eyes of the
women. Mace’s idea was a good one, but if he mishandled that fear, all the
bribes in the world would be of small use.

“I will command no one into my service,” she announced firmly, attempting
to look each of the four women in the eye. “However, for those who join my
household, I promise that you and your loved ones will receive every
protection at my disposal. Not only protection, but all that my own children
will one day receive. Education, the best of food and medical care, and the
ability to learn any trade they choose. I also give you my word that anyone
who wishes to leave my service will be allowed to do so at any time, without

delay.”



She tried to think of something else to say, but she was so tired, and she’d
already discovered that she loathed making speeches. A statement about
loyalty seemed necessary here, but what was there to say? Surely they all
knew that in service to her, they would be in a position to bring about her
death, and more likely to see their own. She gave up, spread her hands wide,
and announced, “Make your choice in the next minute. I can delay no
longer.”

The women began to deliberate. For most of them, this seemed to consist of
staring helplessly at their children. Kelsea noted the lack of men and guessed
that Mace had specifically chosen women without husbands. But that wasn’t
entirely true; her gaze went back to the madwoman from her dream, and then
out into the crowd, searching for the husband. She found him standing some
ten feet back, his feet spread and his muscled arms crossed.

She leaned over to Mace. “Why the dark-haired woman in blue?”

“If convinced, Lady, she’ll be the most loyal servant you have.”

“Who is she?”

“No idea. But I’ve a knack for these things, just take my word.”

“She may not be entirely sane.”

“Many women behave so when their young children ship. It’s those who let
them go without a murmur that I distrust.”

“What of the husband?”

“Look closely, Lady.”

Kelsea stared at the woman’s husband, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.
He watched the proceedings balefully, a tall dark-haired man with an
unkempt beard and broad arms that revealed him to be a laborer of some
kind. His black eyes were narrowed in a pouty way that was easy to read: he
didn’t like to be cut out of decisions. Kelsea returned her gaze to his wife,

whose eyes darted between her husband and the group of children around her.



She was very thin, with arms like twigs; blackened marks on her forearm
revealed where her husband had hauled her away from the cage. Then Kelsea
spotted more bruises: one high up on her cheek and a large dark smudge on
her collarbone when her daughter pulled at the neck of her dress.

“Christ, Lazarus, your eyes are sharp. I have a mind to take her with us
either way.”

“I think she’ll come on her own, Lady. Watch and wait.”

Pen and one of the new guards had already maneuvered themselves between
the burly black-eyed man and his wife. They were very quick, very
competent, and despite the danger all around her, Kelsea felt almost hopeful
. . . perhaps she would survive. Then the hope collapsed, and she was merely
exhausted again. She waited a few more moments before announcing, “We’ll
enter the Keep now. Those who wish to accompany me are welcome.”

Kelsea watched the madwoman out of the corner of her eye as the company
began to ride down the slope. The woman pulled her children close to her,
gathering them until they surrounded her like a broad skirt. Then she nodded,
murmuring some kind of encouragement, and the entire group began to move
down the lawn. The husband leaped forward with an incoherent yell, but
halted at the point of Pen’s sword. Kelsea jerked her horse to a stop.

“Keep riding, Lady. They’ll control him.”

“Can I take children from their father, Lazarus?”

“You can do whatever you like, Lady. You’re the Queen.”

“What will we do with all these children?”

“Children are good, Lady. They make women predictable. Now keep your
head down.”

Kelsea turned to face the Keep. Although she found it difficult to let her
guards handle everything behind her—she heard raised voices arguing and

the muted sounds of a scuffle—she knew that Mace was right: interference



would show a lack of faith in her Guard. She rode on, keeping her gaze
resolutely forward, even when a woman’s voice rose in a shriek.

As they approached the cages, Kelsea saw that a crowd fanned in an outer
ring beyond her guards. The people had pressed so close that some of them
were lined up against the horses’ flanks. All of them seemed to be speaking
to her, but she could understand none of their words.

“Archers!” Mace barked. “Eyes on the battlements!”

Two of her guard produced bows and nocked arrows. One of them was very
young and fair; Kelsea thought he might be even younger than she. His face
was white with anxiety, his jaw clenched in concentration as he stared up at
the Keep. Kelsea wanted to say something reassuring, but then Mace
repeated, “On the battlements, dammit!” and she clamped her mouth shut.

When they drew level with the cages, Mace grabbed hold of Rake’s bridle
and brought the horse to a sudden stop. He signaled to Kibb, who presented a
flaming torch. Mace offered it to Kelsea. “The first page in your history,
Lady. Make it good.”

She hesitated, then took the torch and rode toward the nearest cage. The
crowd and her guards shifted like a single great organism to allow her access.
Mace had sent Elston and Kibb ahead to the cages with a bucket of oil;
hopefully they’d done it properly, or she was about to look extremely stupid.
She took a good grip on the torch, but before she could throw it, her eye
happened on one of the two cages built for children. The fire inside her chest
reignited, spreading heat across her skin.

Everything I’ve done so far can be undone. But if I do this, there’s no going
back. If the shipment did not come, the Red Queen would invade. Kelsea
thought of Mhurn, her handsome blond guard, of his tale about the last Mort
invasion. Thousands had suffered and died. But here in front of her was a

cage built especially for the young, the helpless, built to carry them hundreds



of miles from home so that they could be worked, raped, starved. Kelsea
closed her eyes and saw her mother, the woman she had pictured throughout
her childhood, the white queen on the horse. But the vision had already
darkened. The people who cheered the Queen were scarecrows, gaunt with
long starvation. The wreath of flowers on her head had withered. Her horse’s
mouth was rotting away with disease. And the woman herself . . . a crawling,
servile thing, her skin white as a corpse and yet bathed in shadow. A
collaborator. Kelsea blinked the image away, but it had already propelled her
onward to the next step. Barty’s story of Death recurred in her head; it had
never really left her since that night beside the campfire. Barty was right; it
was better to die clean. She reared back and flung the torch at the children’s
cage.

The movement pulled the wound in her neck wide open, but she stifled a
cry as the crowd roared and the undercarriage ignited. Kelsea had never seen
fire so hungry; flames spread over the floor of the cage and then began,
improbably, to climb the iron bars. A burst of heat blew across the lawn,
scattering the few peasants who had ventured too close to the cage. It was
like being in front of a lit oven.

The crowd surged toward the fire, shrieking curses. Even the children were
screaming, infected with their parents’ hysteria, their eyes lit red. Watching
the flames, Kelsea felt the wild thing inside her chest fold its wings and
disappear, and was both relieved and disappointed. The sensation had been
like having a stranger inside, a stranger who somehow knew everything about
her.

“Cae!” Mace called over his shoulder.

“Sir?”

“Make sure the rest burn.”

At Mace’s signal, they rode on, leaving the cages behind. When they



reached the drawbridge, the stink of the moat hit Kelsea’s nostrils: a rank
smell, like rotting vegetables. The water was a deep, dark green, and a layer
of nearly opaque slime had gelled on the surface. The fetid smell grew
stronger the farther they progressed across the bridge.

“Is the water not drained?”

“No questions now, Lady, forgive me.” Mace’s eyes were darting
everywhere, over the Keep’s surface and into the darkness ahead, across the
moat to the far side, lingering on the guards who lined either side of the
bridge. These guards made no move to stop the procession, and several of
them even bowed as Kelsea went by. But when the crowd tried to follow her
into the Keep, the men grudgingly moved into action, blocking off the bridge
and herding people back to the far bank.

Ahead, the Keep Gate was a dark hole with vague flickers of torchlight
inside. Kelsea shut her eyes and opened them again, an action that seemed to
take all of her strength. Her uncle was waiting inside, but she didn’t know
how she could stand in front of him now. Her bloodline, once a secret source
of pride, now seemed little more than a cesspool. Her uncle was filth, and her
mother . . . it was like sliding down the face of a precipice from which all
handholds had vanished.

“I can’t face my uncle tonight, Lazarus. I’'m too tired. Can we delay?”

“If Her Majesty will only be quiet.”

Kelsea laughed, surprising herself, as they passed through the grim archway
of the Keep Gate.

r]:wwo hundred feet away, the Fetch watched the girl and her entourage cross
the bridge, a small smile playing on his lips. It had been a clever thing, taking

the women from the crowd, and all but one of them had followed her into the
Keep. Who was the father? The girl displayed a prickly intelligence that



could never have come from Elyssa. Poor Elyssa, who had needed most of
her brains to decide which dress to wear in the morning. The girl was worth
ten of her.

Beside the moat, the children’s cage flamed, a towering pyre in the dusk.
One of the Queen’s Guard had been left behind to fire the rest of the cages,
but the people (and several soldiers) were far ahead of him. One by one, each
cage went up in a gust of flame. People shouted for the Queen, and the air
remained thick with the sound of weeping.

The Fetch shook his head in admiration. “Bravo, Tear Queen.”

The census table looked like an anthill that some cruel child had stirred with
a stick. Officials hurried back and forth, their movements frenzied by panic;
they’d quickly grasped the consequences of this day. Arlen Thorne had
disappeared. He would be out for the girl’s blood, and he was a much cannier
adversary than her idiot uncle. The Fetch frowned, deliberating for a moment
before speaking over his shoulder. “Alain.”

“Sir?”

“Something is already brewing in Thorne’s mind. Go find out what it is.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lear spurred his horse forward until he was abreast of the Fetch. Lear was
in a bad mood, and no wonder. When they went about undisguised, it was
Lear’s black skin that caught the world’s attention. He loved to have people
stare at him, riveted, while he spun his tales, but he hated to be an object of
curiosity.

“Thorne may not accept him,” Lear muttered. “And even if he does, Alain’s
anonymity will be compromised forever. Is the girl really worth it?”

“Don’t underestimate her, Lear. I certainly don’t.”

“Can we dispatch the Regent?” Morgan asked.

“The Regent is mine, and unless I’ve misjudged the girl, I’ll have him



shortly. Luck to you, Alain.”

Alain turned his horse without a word and rode back into the city. As he
disappeared into the crowd, the Fetch closed his eyes and bowed his head.

So much now depends on one young girl, he thought grimly. God plays at

hazard with us.
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Chapter 6

The Marked Queen

When I was five years old, my grandmother took me for an
outing. As her namesake, I was Gran’s favorite, very proud to
be in my new dress and holding her hand out on the city streets
while my siblings were left behind.

We had a picnic in the great park in the center of the city.
Gran bought me a book at Varling’s Bookshop, which carried
the first books with colored pictures. We saw a puppet show in
the theatre district, and in a shodder on the Lady’s Approach,
Gran also purchased me my first grown-up pair of shoes with
laces that tied. It was a fine day.

Near the hour to go home for supper, Gran took me to the
Glynn Queen’s memorial, a statue of a faceless woman on a
granite throne, situated at the entrance to the Keep Lawn. We
looked at the statue for a very long time, and I was silent
because of the silence of my grandmother. She chattered
incessantly, Gran did, so that sometimes we had to shush her
when company came. But now she stood in the front of the
Glynn Queen’s memorial for a solid ten minutes, her head bent,
saying nothing. Eventually I became bored and began to



squirm, and finally asked, “Gran, what are we waiting for?”
She tugged gently at my braid, signaling me to be silent, then
gestured toward the memorial and said, “But for this woman,
you would never have been born.”
—The Legacy of the Glynn Queen, GLEE DELAMERE

Kelsea woke in a deep, soft bed hung with a light blue canopy. Her first

thought was a trivial one: the bed had too many pillows. Her bed in Barty and
Carlin’s cottage had been small, but clean and comfortable, with a single
serviceable pillow. This bed was comfortable as well, but it was an
ostentatious sort of comfort. The bed could easily have held four people, its
sheets were pear-colored silk, and an endless vista of small, frilly white
pillows stretched across the blue damask coverlet.

My mother’s bed, and just what I should have expected.

She rolled over and saw Mace in the corner, curled up in an armchair,
asleep.

Sitting up as quietly as she could, Kelsea examined the room: satisfactory at
first glance but filled with disturbing touches upon a closer look. It was a
high-ceilinged affair with light blue hangings to match the bed. One wall was
lined with bookcases, empty save for a few trinkets scattered among several
shelves, covered in dust. Someone had made sure that her mother’s chamber
remained untouched. Mace? Probably not. It seemed more like that it was
Carroll’s doing. Mace had betrayed fleeting touches of disloyalty to her
mother. Carroll had shown none.

To Kelsea’s left was a doorway that led to a bathroom; she could see half of
an enormous marble bathtub. Beside the doorway was a dressing table with a
large, jewel-encrusted mirror. She caught a glimpse of her reflection and

winced; she looked like a goblin, her hair wild, her face streaked with dirt.



She lay back down and stared at the canopy over her head, her mind
wandering. How could so much have changed in a single day?

She suddenly recalled being nine and taking one of Carlin’s fancy dresses
out of Barty and Carlin’s closet. Carlin had never expressly forbidden the
dresses, but that was only a loophole to be exploited if Kelsea was caught;
she knew that she was doing wrong. After donning the dress, she also put on
a homemade crown of flowers. The dress was too long and the crown kept
falling off, but still Kelsea felt very grown-up, very queenly. She was in the
middle of parading up and down the room when Carlin walked in.

“What are you doing?” Carlin asked. Her voice had sunk to its lowest note,
the one that meant trouble. Kelsea trembled as she tried to explain. “I was
practicing being a queen. Like my mother.”

Carlin moved forward so quickly that Kelsea didn’t even have time to step
backward. There were only Carlin’s burning eyes and then the crack of a slap
across Kelsea’s face. It barely hurt, but Kelsea burst into tears all the same;
Carlin had never hit her before. Carlin grabbed the dress by the back and
yanked sharply, ripping it down the front and sending small buttons
scattering across the room.

Kelsea fell to the floor, crying harder now, but her tears didn’t move Carlin;
they never did. She left the room and didn’t speak to Kelsea for days, even
after Kelsea had washed and ironed the dress herself and put it back in
Carlin’s closet. Barty crept around the cottage that week with reddened eyes,
miserable, sneaking Kelsea extra sweets when Carlin couldn’t see. After
several days, Carlin finally returned to normal, but when Kelsea looked in
Carlin’s closet the next week, all of the fancy gowns were gone.

Kelsea had always thought that Carlin had been angry at her for borrowing
the dress without asking. But now, looking around the room, she saw a

different story. Empty bookshelves. An enormous oak wardrobe that took up



nearly the entire wall opposite. A mirror big enough to fit several reflections.
Golden fixtures. This bed, draped in yards and yards of costly materials. In
her mind, Kelsea could see the people out on the Keep Lawn, their underfed
frames and gaunt faces. Carlin had known plenty. Kelsea wanted to scream
her rage into the silence of the chamber. And what if there were more happy
revelations still to come? She had always assumed that her mother had sent
her away for her own protection. But maybe that wasn’t it at all. Maybe
Kelsea had simply been sent away. She kicked her feet angrily, digging her
heels into the soft feather mattress. Childish, but effective; after two minutes
of furious kicking, she knew that the time for sleep was done.

The queenship she’d inherited, problematic enough in the abstract, now
appeared insurmountable. But of course, she had already known the road
would be difficult. Carlin had told her so obliquely, through years spent
studying the troubled nations and kingdoms of the past. Carlin’s library, filled
with books . . . Kelsea suddenly felt the last of her anger at Carlin slide away.
She missed them both, Barty and Carlin. Everything around her was so
strange, and she missed the easy familiarity of the two people she knew well.
Would Carlin approve of what she’d done yesterday?

Kelsea sat up, pulled back the covers and dangled her feet from the edge of
the bed. The necklace had become stuck in her hair while she slept, and she
spent a minute untangling it. She should have braided her hair and taken a
bath last night, but it had all been a blur; she’d been hurried through torch-lit
corridors, with nothing but Mace’s hissed commands in her ear. Someone had
carried her up a seemingly endless staircase, and Kelsea had been so tired that
she fell asleep in the clothes from the Fetch. The garments were so filthy now
that she could actually smell their sweaty, salted odor. She should throw them
away, but she knew she wouldn’t. The Fetch’s face had been the last thing in

her mind before she dropped off into unconsciousness, and she was sure that



she’d dreamed about him as well, though she couldn’t remember the dream.
He had given her a test, all right, and he would kill her if she failed, Kelsea
had no doubt. But his threats occupied only a very small corner of her
thoughts. She allowed herself the luxury of daydreaming about him for a few
more minutes before turning her mind back to the real world.

She needed to see a copy of the Mort Treaty as soon as possible. The
thought galvanized Kelsea, and she hopped out of the bed and tiptoed over to
Mace in his chair. He’d grown a few days’ worth of beard stubble, brown
salted with grey. The lines seemed to have etched themselves even more
deeply into his face. His head was tipped back in the chair, and every few
seconds he emitted a very light snore.

“So you do sleep.”

“I do not,” Mace retorted. “I doze.”

He stretched until his spine cracked, and then pushed himself up from the
armchair. “Had there been a single wrong breath of air in this room, I would
have known.”

“Is this place safe?”

“Yes, Lady. We’re in the Queen’s Wing, which is never left unguarded.
Carroll went over every detail of this room before we left, and six days isn’t
enough time for your uncle to accomplish anything elaborate. Today
someone will inspect it more thoroughly while you’re gone, just in case.”

“While I’m gone?”

“I informed your uncle that you’d be crowned today, at your leisure. He
didn’t take it well.”

Kelsea opened a drawer and saw a comb and brush set that looked like pure
gold. She slammed the drawer shut. “My mother was a vain woman.”

“Yes. Will the room suit?”

“Let’s get rid of these stupid pillows,” Kelsea reached out and swept several



of them from the bed. “What in God’s name is the point of—"

“Much to do today, Majesty.”

Kelsea sighed. “First I need breakfast and a hot bath. Something to wear to
my crowning.”

“You know you’ll need to be crowned by a priest of God’s Church.”

Kelsea looked up. “I didn’t know that.”

“Even if I could dragoon your uncle’s house priest into the task, he’s not the
man we want. I’ll have to fetch another priest from the Arvath, and I may be
gone for an hour or so.”

“No chance of legitimacy without a priest?”

“None, Lady.”

Kelsea drew an exasperated breath. She’d never discussed her actual
coronation with Carlin, since it seemed so abstract. But the language of the
ceremony would undoubtedly be infused with religious vows. That was how
the Church kept the wallet open. “Fine, go. But if possible, get a timid
priest.”

“Done, Lady. Keep your knife about you while I’'m gone.”

“How did you know about my knife?”

Mace gave her a speaking glance. “Wait a moment, and I’ll bring your
dame of chamber.” He opened the door, letting in a brief babble of voices,
and then closed it behind him. Kelsea stood in the center of the empty
chamber, feeling a subtle sense of relief steal over her. She had missed being
alone. But now there was no time to enjoy it.

“So much to do,” she whispered, rubbing lightly at the stitches on her neck.
Her gaze roved over the tall ceilings, the blue hangings, the bed with its
endless, infuriating rows of pillows, and worst of all, the long wall of empty
bookshelves. Something seemed to boil over inside her, angry tears coming

to her eyes.



“Look at you,” she hissed at the empty room. “Look what you’ve left here
for me.”

“Lady?” Mace knocked briefly at the door and entered. A tall, slim woman
trailed silently behind him, nearly hidden by his bulk, but Kelsea already
knew who it was. The woman had none of her children with her now, and
without them she seemed younger, only a few years older than Kelsea
herself. She wore a simple, cream-colored wool dress, and her long, dark hair
had been combed and pulled into a tight knot on her head. The bruise on her
cheek was the only blemish. She stood in front of Kelsea with a quality of
waiting, but there was nothing subservient in her manner; indeed, after a few
seconds Kelsea felt so intimidated that she was compelled to speak.

“You’re welcome to have your little one in here, if she’s too young to be
left alone.”

“She’s in good hands, Lady.”

“Leave us alone, please, Lazarus.”

To her surprise, Mace immediately turned and left, closing the door behind
him.

“Sit, please.” Kelsea indicated the chair that sat in front of the vanity table.
The woman placed the stool in front of Kelsea and sat down in a single
graceful movement.

“What’s your name?”

“Andalie.”

Kelsea blinked. “Of Mort origin?”

“My mother was Mort, my father Tear.”

Kelsea wondered if Mace had elicited that information. Of course he had.
“And which are you?”

Andalie stared at her until Kelsea wished that she could take the question

back. The woman’s eyes were a cold, piercing grey. “I’m Tear, Majesty. My



children are Tear, through their worthless father, and I can’t discard the
children along with the man, can I?”

“No ... no, I suppose not.”

“If you question my motives, I came to serve Your Majesty mostly for my
children’s sake. Yours was a powerful offer for a woman with as many
children as I have, and the opportunity to remove them from their father’s
reach was a godsend.”

“Mostly for your children’s sake?”

“Mostly, yes.”

Kelsea was unnerved. The Tearling took in Mort emigrants out of necessity
for the skills the Tear lacked, particularly ironwork, medicine, and masonry.
The Mort commanded a high price for their services, and there were a fair
number of Mort salted around Tear villages, particularly in the more tolerant
south. But even Carlin, who prided herself on her open mind, didn’t really
trust the Mort. According to Carlin, even the lowest Mort carried the strain of
arrogance, a conqueror’s mentality that had been drilled into them over time.

But Andalie’s background was only part of the problem. The woman was
too educated for her station in life: married to a laborer, with too many
children. She carried herself with an air of inscrutability, and Kelsea would
wager that this had driven Andalie’s husband as red to a bull. She was
entirely detached. Only when she spoke of her children did she display
warmth. Kelsea had to trust Mace’s judgment; without him, she would
already be dead. But what had made him choose this woman?

“Lazarus elects you to be my dame of chamber. Is this agreeable to you?”

“If special provision can be made when my youngest is ill or difficult with
others.”

“Of course.”

Andalie gestured toward the dreadful vanity table. “My qualifications, Lady



»

Kelsea waved her off. “Anything you claim, I’m sure you can do. May I call
you Andalie?”

“What else would you call me, Lady?”

“I’m told that many women at court like to have titles and such. Lady of the
Chamber, that sort of thing.”

“I’m no court woman. My own name will do.”

“Of course.” Kelsea smiled regretfully. “If only I could shed my own court
titles so easily.”

“Simple people need their symbols, Lady.”

Kelsea stared at her. Carlin had said the same thing many times, and the
echo was unwelcome now, when Kelsea thought she had escaped the
schoolroom forever. “May I ask you an unpleasant question?”

“By all means.”

“The night before your daughter was to go to Mortmesne, what did you
do?”

Andalie pursed her lips, and again Kelsea felt a fierceness that was entirely
lacking on other topics. “I’m not a religious woman, Lady. I’m sorry if it
pains you, but I believe in no god, and even less do I believe in any church.
But two nights ago, I came as close to prayer as I’ve ever come. I had the
worst of all visions: my child lying dead, and I powerless to prevent it.”
Andalie took a deep breath before continuing. “She would have died before
long, you know. The girls die much more rapidly than the boys. Used for
menial labor until she was old enough to be sold for pleasure. That is, if she
was fortunate enough not to be bought by a child rapist upon arrival.”
Andalie bared her teeth in a grim, pained smile. “Mortmesne condones many
things.”

Kelsea tried to reply, but failed, unable to speak or even move in the face of



Andalie’s sudden anger.

“Borwen, my husband, said that we would have to let her go. He was quite
. . . forceful about it. I planned to run, but I underestimated him. He knows
me, you see. He took Glee while I slept and gave her to his friends for
safekeeping. I woke to find her gone, and no matter where I looked I could
only see her body . . . red, all red.”

Kelsea jumped in her seat, then flexed her leg, as though it had cramped.
Andalie didn’t seem to notice. Her hands had hooked into claws now, and
Kelsea saw that three of her fingernails were ripped down to the quick.

“After despairing for some hours, Lady, I had no choice but to beg for help
from every god I could think of. I don’t know that you could truly call it
praying, since I believed in none of those gods at that moment and believe in
none of them now. But I begged help from every source I know, even a few I
shouldn’t mention in the light of day.

“When I came to the Keep Lawn, my Glee was already in the cage and lost
to me. My next thought was to send my other children away and go after the
shipment, but only after I’d killed my husband. I was considering all the ways
I might watch him die, Lady, when I heard your voice.”

Andalie stood without warning. “Your Majesty needs a bath, I believe, and
clothing and food?”

Kelsea nodded mutely.

“I’ll see to it.”

When the door closed, Kelsea drew a shaking breath, rubbing gooseflesh
from her arms. It had been like being in the room with a vengeful ghost, and

Kelsea still felt Andalie’s eyes on her, long after the woman herself had gone.

Did she tell you she was part Mort?”
“She did.”



“And it bothered you not at all?”

“It might have been cause for concern in someone else.”

“What does that mean?”

Mace fiddled with the short knife strapped to his forearm. “I have only a
few gifts, Lady, but they’re a strange, powerful few. Had there been danger to
Your Majesty in the deepest part of any of these people, I’d have ferreted it
out and they wouldn’t be here.”

“She’s not a danger to me, I agree, not now. But she could be, Lazarus. To
anyone who threatened her children, she could be.”

“Ah, but Lady, you saved her youngest child. I think you’ll find that anyone
who threatens you faces grave danger from her.”

“She’s cold, Lazarus. She’ll serve me only so long as it serves her children.”

Mace considered for a moment, and then shrugged. “I'm sorry, Lady. I
think you’re simply wrong. And even if you’re right, you’re currently serving
her children infinitely better than she could with that jackal of a husband, or
even on her own. Why be gloomy?”

“If Andalie should become a danger to me, would you know it?”

Mace nodded, a gesture with so many years of certainty behind it that
Kelsea let the matter drop. “Is my crowning arranged?”

“The Regent knows you’re coming during his audience. I didn’t specify a
time; may as well not make things too easy for him.”

“Will he try to kill me?”

“Likely, Lady. The Regent doesn’t have a subtle bone in his body, and he’ll
do anything to keep the crown off your head.”

Kelsea inspected her neck in the mirror. Mace had restitched the wound, but
his work wasn’t as neat as that of the Fetch. The gash would leave a
noticeable scar.

Andalie had found a plain black velvet dress that hung straight to the floor.



Kelsea guessed that sleeveless dresses were the fashion; many of the women
she’d seen in the city had displayed their bare arms. But Kelsea was self-
conscious about her arms, something Andalie seemed to understand without
being told. The dress’s loose sleeves concealed Kelsea’s arms, while the
neckline was just low enough to allow the sapphire to hang against her bare
skin. Andalie had done an excellent job with Kelsea’s thick, heavy hair as
well, wrestling it into a braid and then pinning it high on her head. The
woman was a monument to competence, but still, black couldn’t conceal all
flaws. Kelsea looked at herself in the mirror for a moment, trying to project
more confidence than she felt. Some ancestor of hers, her mother’s
grandmother or great-grandmother, had been known as the Beautiful Queen,
the first in a line of several Raleigh women renowned for fairness. The
Fetch’s face surfaced in her mind, and Kelsea smiled sadly at her reflection,
then turned away and shrugged.

I’ll be more than that.

“I need to see a copy of the Mort Treaty as soon as possible.”

“We have one here somewhere.”

Kelsea thought she heard disapproval in his tone. “Did I do the wrong thing
yesterday?”

“Right versus wrong is a moot point, Lady. It’s done, and now we’ll all face
the consequences. The shipment is due in seven days. You’ll need to make
some fast decisions.”

“I want to read the treaty first. There must be some loophole.”

Mace shook his head. “If so, Lady, others would have found it.”

“Didn’t you think I would need to know, Lazarus? Why keep it from me?”

“Please, Lady. How could any of us tell you something like that, when your
own foster parents had kept it secret from you all your life? You might not

even have believed me. It seemed better to let you see for yourself.”



“I need to understand this system, this lottery. Who was that man in charge
on the Lawn yesterday?”

“Arlen Thorne,” Mace said, his face furrowing. “The Overseer of the
Census.”

“A census only counts the population.”

“Not in this kingdom, Lady. The Census is a powerful arm of your
government. It controls all aspects of the shipment, from lottery to transport.”

“How did this Arlen Thorne merit his position?”

“By being extremely clever, Lady. Once he nearly outsmarted me.”

“Surely not you.”

Mace opened his mouth to argue, but then he saw Kelsea’s face in the
mirror. “Hilarious, Majesty.”

“Don’t you ever make mistakes?”

“People who make mistakes rarely live through them, Lady.”

She turned from the mirror. “How on earth did you become what you are,
Lazarus?”

“Don’t mistake our relationship, Lady. You’re my employer. I don’t confess
to you.”

Kelsea looked down, feeling thoroughly rebuffed. She had forgotten who he
was for a moment; it had been like talking to Barty. Mace held up the
breastplate from Pen’s armor, and she shook her head. “No.”

“Lady, you need it.”

“Not today, Lazarus. It sends a poor signal.”

“So will your dead body.”

“Doesn’t Pen need his armor back?”

“He has more than one set.”

“I won’t wear it.”

Mace stared at her stonily. “You’re not a child. Stop behaving like one.”



“Or what?”

“Or I bring several more guards in here and they hold you down while I
strap this armor on you forcibly. Is that really what you want?”

Kelsea knew he was right. She didn’t know why she kept arguing. She was
acting like a child; she remembered similar fights with Carlin over cleaning
her room in the cottage. “I don’t do well being ordered around, Lazarus. I
never have.”

“You don’t say.” Mace shook the armor again, his expression implacable.
“Hold out your arms.”

Kelsea did, grimacing. “I need my own armor, and soon. A silly queen I'll
look when I've been slowly flattened into a man.”

Mace grinned. “You wouldn’t be the first queen of this kingdom to be
mistaken for a king.”

“God granted me a small enough helping of femininity. I’d like to keep
what I have.”

“Later, Lady, I’'ll introduce you to Venner and Fell, your arms masters.
Women’s armor is an odd order, but I’'m sure they can fill it. They’re good at
their jobs. Until then, any time we leave the Queen’s Wing, you wear Pen’s
armor.”

“Wonderful.” Kelsea sucked in a breath as he tightened a strap around her
arm. “It doesn’t even cover my back.”

“I cover your back.”

“How many people are in the Queen’s Wing?”

“Twenty-four all told, Lady: thirteen Queen’s Guards, three women, and
their seven children. And of course, your own helpful self.”

“Piss off,” Kelsea muttered. She’d heard the phrase during the Fetch’s
poker game, and it seemed to fit her mood perfectly, though she wasn’t sure

she’d used it right. “How big can we grow in here?”



“Considerably bigger, and we will,” Mace replied. “Three of the guards
have families in a safe house. As soon as we’re settled, I’ll send them one at a
time to bring back their kin.”

Kelsea turned away and found herself staring at her mother’s bookshelves
again. They bothered her more every moment. Bookshelves weren’t meant to
be empty. “Is there a library in the city?”

“A what?”

“A library. A public library.”

Mace looked up at her, incredulous. “Books?”

“Books.”

“Lady,” Mace said, in the slow, patient tones one would use with a young
child, “there hasn’t been a working printing press in this kingdom since the
Landing era.”

“I know,” Kelsea snapped. “That’s not what I asked. I asked if there was a
library.”

“Books are hard to come by, Lady. A curiosity at best. Who would have
enough books for a library?”

“Nobles. Surely some of them still have some hoarded books.”

Mace shrugged. “Never heard of such a thing. But even if they did, they
wouldn’t open them to the public.”

“Why not?”

“Lady, try to take away even the most resilient weed in a nobleman’s
garden, and watch him scream trespass. I’m sure most of them don’t read any
books they might have, but all the same, they would never give them away.”

“Can we buy books on the black market?”

“We could, Lady, if anyone valued them enough. But books aren’t
contraband. The black market deals in vice for value. The Tear market has

high-value weapons from Mortmesne, some sex traffic, rare animals, drugs
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Kelsea wasn’t interested in the workings of the black market; in every
society, they were always the same. She let Mace keep going while she stared
despondently at the empty bookshelves, thinking of Carlin’s library: three
long walls full of leather-bound volumes, nonfiction on the left and fiction on
the right. There was a certain patch of sunlight that came through the front
window and remained until early afternoon, and Kelsea had liked to curl up
in this patch every Sunday morning to read. One Christmas, when she was
eight or nine, she had come downstairs and found Barty’s present: a large
built-in chair constructed squarely in the patch of sunlight, a chair with deep
pillows and “Kelsea’s Patch” carved into the left arm. The happy memory of
collapsing into that chair was so strong that Kelsea could actually smell
cinnamon bread baking in the kitchen and hear the grackles around the
cottage working their way into their usual morning frenzy.

Barty, she thought, and felt tears well in her eyes. It seemed very important
that Mace not see; she widened her eyes to keep the tears from falling and
stared resolutely at the empty bookshelves, thinking hard. How had Carlin
acquired all of her books? Paper books had been at a premium long before
the Crossing; the transition to electronic books had decimated the publishing
industry, and in the last two decades before the pre-Crossing, many printed
books had been destroyed altogether. According to Carlin, William Tear had
only allowed his utopians to bring ten books apiece in the Crossing. Two
thousand people with ten books each made twenty thousand books, and at
least two thousand now stood on Carlin’s shelves. Kelsea had spent her entire
life with Carlin’s library at her fingertips, taking it for granted, never
understanding that it was invaluable in a world without books. Vandals might
find the cottage, or even children searching for firewood. That was what had

happened to most of the books that originally came over in the British-



American Crossing: the desperate had burned them for fuel or warmth.
Kelsea had always thought of Carlin’s library as a set piece, unified and
immovable, but it wasn’t. Books could be moved.

“I want all of the books from Barty and Carlin’s cottage brought here.”

Mace rolled his eyes. “No.”

“It might take a week, perhaps two if it rains.”

He finished buckling the heavy piece of steel to her forearm. “The Caden
likely burned that cottage down days ago. You have a limited number of
loyal people, Lady; do you really want to throw them away on a fool’s errand
like this?”

“Books may have been a fool’s errand in my mother’s kingdom, Lazarus,
but they won’t be in mine. Do you understand?”

“I understand that you’re young and likely to overreach, Lady. You can’t do
all things at once. Power dispersed has a way of scattering altogether in the
wind.”

Unable to debate that point, Kelsea turned back to the mirror. Thinking of
the cottage had reminded her of something Barty had said, one week and a
lifetime ago. “Where does my food come from?”

“The food’s secure, Lady. Carroll didn’t trust the Keep kitchens, and he had
a kitchen specially constructed out there.” Mace gestured toward the door.
“One of the women we brought in is a tiny thing named Milla. She made
breakfast for everyone this morning.”

“It was good,” Kelsea remarked. It had been good . . . griddle cakes and
mixed fruit in some sort of cream, and Kelsea had eaten for at least two.

“Milla’s already staked out the kitchen as her province, and she means
business; I hardly dare go in there without her permission.”

“Where do we get the actual food from?”

“Don’t worry. It’s secure.”



“Do the women seem scared?”

Mace shook his head. “Mildly concerned about their children, perhaps. One
of the babies has some sort of retching sickness; I already sent for a doctor.”

“A doctor?” Kelsea asked, surprised.

“I know of two Mort doctors operating in the city. One we’ve used before;
he’s greedy but not dishonest.”

“Why only two?”

“The city won’t support more. It’s rare that a Mort doctor emigrates, and the
rates they charge are so exorbitant that few can afford them.”

“What about in Bolton? Or Lewiston?”

“Bolton has one doctor that I know of. I don’t think Lewiston has any at
all.”

“Is there a way to tempt more doctors from Mortmesne?”

“Doubtful, Lady. The Red Queen discourages defection, but some still
make the attempt. But professionals have a comfortable life in Mortmesne.
Only the very greedy come to the Tear.”

“Only two doctors,” Kelsea repeated, shaking her head. “There’s a lot to do,
isn’t there? I don’t even know where to start.”

“Start by getting the crown on your head.” Mace tightened a final strap on
her arm and stepped back. “We’re done. Let’s go.”

Kelsea took a deep breath and followed him out the door. They emerged
into a large room, perhaps two hundred feet from end to end, with a high
ceiling like her mother’s chamber. The floor and walls were blocks of the
same grey stone as the exterior of the Keep. There were no windows; the only
light came from torches mounted in brackets on the walls. The left wall of the
chamber was interrupted by a door-filled hallway that stretched for perhaps
fifty meters and ended in another door.

“Quarters, Lady,” Mace murmured beside her.



On her right, the wall opened into what was clearly a kitchen; Kelsea could
hear the clang of pans being washed. Carroll’s idea, Mace had said, and it
was a good one; according to Barty, the Keep kitchens, some ten floors
below, had over thirty staff and multiple entrances and exits. There was no
way to secure them.

“Do you think Carroll is dead?”

“Yes,” Mace replied, his face crossed by a momentary shadow. “He always
said that he’d die bringing you back, and I never believed him.”

“His wife and children. I made a promise in that clearing.”

“Worry later, Lady.” Mace turned and began to bark orders at the guards
stationed on the walls. More guards emerged from the quarters at the end of
the hall. Men surrounded Kelsea until she could see nothing but armor and
shoulders. Most of her guards seemed to have bathed recently, but there was
still an overwhelming man-smell, horses and musk and sweat, which made
Kelsea feel as though she was in the wrong place. Barty and Carlin’s cottage
had always smelled like lavender, Carlin’s favorite scent, and although
Kelsea had hated the cloying smell, at least she had always known where she
was.

Mhurn crowded behind her, boxing her in. Kelsea thought about greeting
him and decided not to; Mhurn looked as though he hadn’t slept in days, his
face far too white and his eyes rimmed in red. To her right was Dyer, his
expression hard and truculent behind his red beard. Pen was on her left, and
Kelsea smiled, relieved to see him unharmed. “Hello, Pen.”

“Lady.”

“Thanks for the loan of your horse; I’ll return your armor as soon as may
be.”

“Keep it, Lady. It was a good thing you did yesterday.”

Kelsea blushed. “It probably won’t make any difference. I’ve doomed



myself.”

“You’ve doomed us all with you, Lady,” Dyer remarked.

“Stuff that, Dyer!” Pen snapped.

“You stuff it, runt. The very moment that shipment doesn’t arrive, the Mort
army begins to mobilize. You’re fucked as well.”

“We’re all fucked,” Elston rumbled behind her. His voice came thickly
through his broken teeth, but he didn’t seem so hard to understand now.
“Don’t listen to Dyer, Lady. We’ve watched this kingdom sink into the mud
for years. You might’ve come too late to save it, but it’s a good thing, all the
same, to try to stop the slide.”

“Aye,” someone joined in behind her. Kelsea blushed, but was spared from
replying by Mace, who shoved his way through the group of guards to station
himself on her right.

“Tighten it up, men,” he growled. “If I could get through, so could anyone
else.”

The journey to the Great Hall was an ordeal of low grey hallways cut by
torchlight. Kelsea suspected that Mace was taking a roundabout route, but
still she was daunted by the endless corridors and staircases and tunnels. She
hoped there was a map of the Keep somewhere, or she would never dare to
venture outside her own wing.

They passed many men and women dressed in white, with hoods drawn low
over their foreheads. From Carlin’s descriptions, Kelsea knew that these must
be Keep servants. The Keep had its housekeepers and plumbers, but it was
also stuffed to bursting with unnecessary services: bartenders, hairdressers,
masseuses, all of them on the Crown’s payroll. Keep servants were supposed
to remain inconspicuous when they weren’t needed, and they drew out of
Kelsea’s way to hug the wall as she passed. After passing perhaps the

twentieth servant, Kelsea felt her temper beginning to unravel, and no amount



of gnawing on the inside of her cheek could bring it back into line. This was
where her treasury had been going for the past two decades: into luxury and
cages.

At last they crossed a small antechamber toward massive double doors
made of some sort of oak. It didn’t look like Tearling oak, though. The grain
was too even, and the doors were covered in elaborate carvings of what
appeared to be zodiacal signs. Tearling oak didn’t carve well; Kelsea had
tried to whittle it with her knife as a child, only to find the wood chipping
away in chunks and splinters. She tried to get a better look at the doors, but
had no time; at her approach, they opened as if by magic, and the tide of
guards pushed her through.

To her left, a herald shouted, “The Princess Apparent!” Kelsea grimaced,
but quickly found other things to focus on. She was in a room of greater size
than she had ever imagined, with ceilings at least a good two hundred feet
high and the far wall so distant that she couldn’t clearly see the faces of those
who stood there. The floor had been assembled from enormous tiles of dark
red stone, each some thirty feet square, and the room was interspersed with
massive white pillars that could only be Cadarese marble. Several skylights
had been carved into the ceiling, allowing random shafts of bright sunlight to
arrow down to the floor. It was eerie, the enormous torch-lit room broken by
those random scatterings of white-hot light. As Kelsea and her guards passed
through one beam, she felt momentary heat on her arm, then it was gone.

But for the shuffling and clinking as they moved forward down the aisle, the
great room was silent. Kelsea’s guard had loosened up a bit, allowing her to
peek at the crowd, ranks of men and women whom Kelsea thought must be
nobles. Velvet garb predominated, rich velvet in scarlet and black and royal
blue. Velvet was a Callaen specialty, and there was no way to get it without

going through Mort trading controls. Were all of these people doing business



with Mortmesne?

Everywhere Kelsea looked were faces, both male and female, enhanced
with cosmetics: dark-smudged eyes, lined and rouged lips, even one lord who
appeared to have powdered his skin. Many of them displayed elaborate
hairstyles that must have taken hours to create. One woman had bound her
hair into a large spiral, something like the arc of a leaping fish, which
ascended from one side of her head and landed on the other. Around the
entire construction rested a silver tiara interspersed with amethysts, a really
beautiful piece of metalwork even to Kelsea’s untrained eye. Yet the
woman’s face had a pinched look that suggested she was prepared to be
displeased with anything and everything that might occur, including her own
hairstyle.

Laughter threatened to bubble up in Kelsea’s throat, laughter that came
from a dark well of anger. The noblewoman’s hairstyle wasn’t even the most
ridiculous thing in the crowd. Hats seemed to be everywhere: huge and
ostentatious hats with wide brims and pointed crowns in every color of the
rainbow. Most were decorated with jewels or gold and elaborated with
feathers. On a few hats, Kelsea even saw peacock feathers from Cadare,
another luxury surely confined to the black market. Some of the hats were so
wide that they took up more space than their occupants; Kelsea spotted a
husband and wife with matching designs on their blue cloaks whose hats
forced them to stand more than two feet apart. Noticing her stare, the couple
gave a shallow curtsy, both smiling. Kelsea ignored them and turned away.

Mace’s eyes were fixed on the narrow gallery that ran the length of the left
wall above their heads. Following his gaze, Kelsea saw that this gallery was
also crammed with people, but they weren’t nobles; their clothing was plain
and dark, with only a random glitter of gold here and there. Merchants,

Kelsea guessed, important enough to gain entrance to the Keep but not



wealthy enough to be allowed down on the floor. There were no poor in this
throng, none of the gaunt people she’d seen in the fields of the Almont or out
on the Keep Lawn.

Hundreds of eyes were upon her. Kelsea could feel their weight, but
thousands of miles seemed to exist between her and the crowd. Had Queen
Elyssa felt equally alone in this enormous room? But Kelsea turned away
from that idea, furious that any part of her mind would try to relate to her
mother.

At the end of the hall was a great raised dais, in the very center of which sat
a throne, brilliant even in torchlight. It had been forged from pure silver,
formed and shaped into a great flowing seat whose various parts simply
melted one into the next, arms to back to base. The high, arched back of the
throne was at least ten feet tall and carved in an aquatic relief depicting
various scenes from the Crossing. It was an extraordinary piece of art, but as
with so many relics of the Tear dynasty, no one knew who’d done the work,
and now the throne was only a mute reminder of a time long gone.

By all rights, no one should have sat on this throne since the day her mother
had died, but Kelsea wasn’t surprised to see a man seated there. Her uncle
was a short man with dark hair and a curling beard, a fashion that Kelsea had
observed many times on her journey through the city and one to which she’d
taken an instant dislike. The Regent fidgeted with the beard as Kelsea
approached, wrapping it in tight coils around his index finger. He wore a
tight-fitting purple jumpsuit that hid nothing. His face was pale and bloated,
with deep-set eyes, and Kelsea read signs of dissipation in the broken veins
of his large nose and sagging cheeks. Alcoholism, if not something more
exotic; Kelsea suddenly knew, the knowledge coming from nowhere, that if
there was an expensive vice out there, her uncle had tried it. He watched her

with an indifferent stare, one hand hooked into his beard, the fingers of the



other tapping idly on the arm of the throne. He was cunning, Kelsea could
see, but not brave. Here was a man who’d been trying to kill her for years, yet
she didn’t fear him.

At the Regent’s feet sat a red-haired woman, perched motionless on the top
step of the dais, staring at nothing, extraordinarily beautiful despite her
vacant stare. Her face was a perfect oval, utterly symmetrical, with a fine
upturned nose and wide, sensual mouth. She was dressed in soft blue gauze, a
garment of so few layers that it was nearly transparent, revealing a figure that
was both willowy and voluptuous. The gauze did nothing to hide her nipples,
deep pink points that poked out against the fabric. Kelsea wondered what sort
of man paid for his women to dress like whores, but then the redhead looked
up and Kelsea’s breath hissed through her teeth. A yoke had been tied around
the woman’s throat, and not loosely either; puffy, welted flesh showed where
the rope had abraded her skin. The other end of the rope snaked upward, over
the steps of the dais, to rest in the Regent’s hand.

At Mace’s word, Kelsea’s guard halted in front of the dais. Her uncle was
surrounded by his own guard, but one glance could chart the difference
between a true guard and a bunch of mercenaries. Her uncle’s men wore
voluminous, impractical uniforms of midnight blue, and their posture was as
insolent and lazy as her uncle’s. When he met her gaze, Kelsea saw with
some surprise that he had the same deep green, almond-shaped eyes as her
own. A true blood relation, and the only one she had left . . . the thought
made Kelsea pause. It seemed like blood should matter. But then her eyes
returned to the roped woman huddled on the floor, and an insistent beat
began in Kelsea’s temples. This man wasn’t a relation, her mind insisted, not
if she didn’t want him to be. She unclenched her fists and gentled her voice to
disciplined reason. “Greetings, Uncle. I come to be crowned today.”

“Welcome to the Princess Apparent,” her uncle replied in a pinched, nasal



voice. “We require the proof, of course.”

Kelsea reached up to take off the necklace. On the Keep Lawn the day
before, she had noticed that it came off rather unhappily, with a prickly
feeling that seemed to tug at her skin. Today was worse; she seemed to feel
the silver chain pulling at her flesh, a sensation like ants crawling beneath the
surface. She held the necklace high for her uncle’s inspection, and once he
nodded, she turned and displayed it to the enormous company gathered in the
hall.

“Where’s the companion jewel?” her uncle asked.

“That’s not your concern, Uncle. I have the jewel I was sent away with, and
that’s the proof required.”

He waved a hand. “Of course, of course. The brand?”

Kelsea smiled, baring her teeth, as she pulled up the sleeve of her dress and
turned her forearm to the light. The burn scar didn’t look as ugly in
torchlight, but it was clear all the same: someone had laid a white-hot knife
against her forearm. For a moment, Kelsea could almost picture the scene: the
dark room, the fire, the outraged screams of a baby who had just felt real pain
for the first time in her life.

Who did this to me? she wondered. Who would have been able to do it?

At the sight of the scar, the Regent seemed to relax, relief settling over his
shoulders. Kelsea was amazed at how easily she could read him. Was it
because they were related? More likely it was merely that her uncle was
fairly simple, greed and gluttony rolled together. He didn’t like uncertainty,
even when it worked to his advantage.

“My identity is true,” Kelsea announced. “I will be crowned now. Where’s
the priest?”

“Here, Lady,” a thin voice quavered behind her. Kelsea turned to see a tall,

gaunt man of perhaps sixty approaching from the nearest pillar. He wore a



loose white robe with no decoration, the uniform clothing of an ordained
priest who hadn’t advanced in the hierarchy. His face was that of an ascetic,
drawn and pale, and his hair and eyebrows were likewise a faded, colorless
blond, as though life had leached the very pigment from him. He shuffled
forward with nervous, uncertain steps.

“Well done, Lazarus,” Kelsea murmured.

The priest halted some ten feet from Kelsea’s guard and bowed. “Lady, I'm
Father Tyler. It will be my honor to administer your coronation. Where is the
crown, please?”

“Ah,” the Regent replied, “that has been a difficulty. Before her death, my
sister hid the crown for safekeeping. We haven’t been able to locate it.”

“Of course you haven’t,” Kelsea replied, fuming inside. She should have
expected some cheap nonsense like this. The crown was a symbolic
instrument, but it was an important one all the same, so important that Kelsea
had never heard of anyone becoming a monarch without some overdone
piece of jewelry placed on his head. Her uncle probably had made an
extraordinary effort to find the crown, so that he could wear it himself. If he
hadn’t found the thing, it was unlikely to be found.

The priest appeared to be near tears. He looked back and forth between
Kelsea and the Regent, wringing his hands. “Well, it’s difficult, Your
Highness. I . . . I don’t see how I can perform the ceremony without a
crown.”

The crowd was beginning to shift restlessly. Kelsea heard the strange
susurration of innumerable voices murmuring in an enormous room. On
impulse, she craned her neck over the priest and scanned the throng. The
woman she was seeking wasn’t difficult to find; her spiraled hair towered at
least a foot over those around her. “Lazarus. The woman with the hideous

hair. I want her tiara.”



Mace peered into the crowd, his face bewildered. “What’s a tiara?”

“The silver thing in her hair. Didn’t you ever read fairy tales?”

Mace snapped his fingers. “Coryn. Tell Lady Andrews the Crown will
reimburse her.”

Coryn went swiftly down the steps, and Kelsea turned back to the priest.
“Will that do, Father, until the true crown can be found?”

Father Tyler nodded, his Adam’s apple working nervously. It occurred to
Kelsea that for all the priests knew, she could have been raised to the
Church’s teachings, could even be truly devout. As the priest took another
cautious step forward, Kelsea broadened her smile in slow degrees until it felt
genuine. “We’re honored by your presence, Father.”

“The honor is mine, Lady,” the priest replied, but Kelsea sensed a broad
vein of anxiety beneath his placid expression. Did he fear the wrath of his
superiors? Carlin’s warnings about the power of the Arvath resurfaced in
Kelsea’s mind, and she watched the pale man with distrust.

“How dare you!” a woman shouted, the words followed by the clear crack
of a slap. Kelsea peered between Elston and Dyer and saw that there was
quite a tussle going on; as the crowd shifted, she caught a quick glimpse of
Coryn, his hands buried in a nest of thick, dark hair. Then he disappeared
again.

Elston was shaking, and when Kelsea looked up, she found him red with
bottled-up laughter. He wasn’t the only one; all around her, Kelsea heard
quiet snickers. Mhurn, standing just behind her on the left, was openly
giggling, and it had brought some color to his pallid face. Even Mace had
clamped his jaw shut tight, though his lips continued to twitch. Kelsea had
never seen Mace laugh, but after a moment, his mouth relaxed and he
resumed scanning the gallery.

Coryn finally emerged from the crowd, tiara in hand. He looked like he’d



been through a raspberry thicket; one side of his face bore a long, ugly
scratch, the other was bright red, and his shirtsleeve was torn. Behind him,
Kelsea could see the noblewoman progressing with sorry dignity toward the
door, her elaborate hairstyle in tatters.

“Well, you’ve lost Lady Andrews,” Pen murmured.

“I didn’t need her,” Kelsea replied, her temples throbbing with sudden
anger. “I don’t need anyone with hair like that.”

Coryn handed the tiara to the priest and took his place at the front of
Kelsea’s guard.

“Let’s make this as fast as possible, Father,” Kelsea announced. “I’d hate to
endanger your life any further.”

The words had the desired effect; Father Tyler paled and darted a wary
glance over his shoulder. Kelsea felt a moment’s pity, wondering how often
he was allowed to leave the Arvath. Carlin had told her that some priests,
particularly those who joined young, lived their entire lives in the white
tower, only leaving in a box.

The company of guards shifted now, allowing Kelsea to kneel at the foot of
the dais, facing the throne. The stone floor was cold and jagged, digging into
her kneecaps, and she wondered how long she would have to kneel. Her
guard closed in around her, half of them facing the Regent and his guards,
half directing their attention into the crowd. Father Tyler moved as close as
Coryn would allow him, some five feet away.

Mhurn stood just behind her right shoulder, Mace beside him. When Kelsea
twisted around to peer up at Mace, she saw that he had his sword raised in
one hand, his mace in the other. The ball of the mace was still crusted with
dried blood. Mace’s expression was one of dangerous serenity: a man so
casual and comfortable with death that he begged it to come forward and

make its presence known. But the rest of the guards were so on edge that half



of them drew their swords when a woman in the crowd sneezed.

Kelsea’s sapphire began to burn against her skin, and she fought the urge to
look down at her chest. The jewel had flared into an inferno on the Keep
Lawn, but when Kelsea inspected her skin this morning, there hadn’t even
been the faintest hint of a mark. She had many questions about the sapphire,
but the strength it provided seemed more important than her questions, more
important than wonder. If she looked down, she knew she would see the
jewel gleaming against her chest, a bright, healthy blue of warning.
Something was going to happen here.

Father Tyler began to mutter in tones so low that Kelsea didn’t think the
audience could hear him. He appeared to be settling in for some kind of
soliloquy on the grace of God and His relationship to the monarchy. Kelsea
ceased to pay attention. She peeked over her shoulder, but no one was
moving in the crowd. Near the back, almost hidden beside one of the pillars,
she glimpsed Arlen Thorne’s unmistakably skeletal body in its tight blue
uniform. He looked like a praying mantis leaning against the wall. A
businessman, by Mace’s account, but that made him even more dangerous.
When Thorne noticed Kelsea watching him, his brow smoothed out and he
turned away.

The priest produced an aged Bible from the folds of his robe and now began
to read something about the ascendancy of King David. Kelsea clamped her
jaws shut over a yawn. She had read the Bible from cover to cover; it had
some good stories, and King David was one of the most compelling. But
stories were only stories. Still, Kelsea couldn’t help but admire the ancient
Bible in the priest’s hands, its pages as delicate as the priest himself.

Father Tyler came within two feet of Kelsea, one hand clutching the crown.
She felt her guard edge up on their toes, heard the dry rasp of a sword being
drawn to her right. The priest looked over her shoulder and flinched—the



expression on Mace’s face must be dreadful—then lost his place in his book
and looked down for a moment, fumbling.

Several things happened all at once. A man shouted behind her, and Kelsea
felt a knifing pain in her left shoulder. Mace shoved her flat to the floor and
crouched above her, shielding her with his body. A woman screamed in the
audience, an entire world away.

Swords clashed all around them. Kelsea scrabbled beneath the cover of
Mace’s frame, trying to get her knife from her boot. Exploring with her free
hand, she found a knife handle protruding just above her shoulder blade.
When her fingers brushed it, a bolt of pain arrowed all the way down to her
toes.

Stabbed, she thought, dazed. Mace didn’t cover my back after all.

“Galen! The gallery! The gallery!” Mace roared. “Get up there and clear it
out!” Then he was jerked away from Kelsea. She scrambled to her feet, knife
in hand. All around her, men were fighting, three of them attempting to
skewer Mace with long swords. Her uncle’s men, the deep blue uniforms
swirling around them as they fought.

A breath of air came from behind her and Kelsea whirled to find a sword
coming for her neck. She ducked, slid under her attacker’s arm, and shoved
her knife upward between his ribs. Warm wetness splattered her face, and she
closed her eyes, blinded by red. The dead man fell on top of her, crushing her
to the ground with a pure, bright explosion of pain as the knife in her
shoulder hit the floor. Kelsea’s teeth clenched on a scream, but she shoved
the man off, wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her dress. She ignored the
blood trickling down her face, pulled her knife from her attacker’s rib cage,
and hauled herself to her feet. Her vision was clouded by red gauze that
seemed to cover everything. Someone grabbed her uninjured shoulder and

she sliced savagely at the hand.



“Me, Lady, me!”

“Lazarus,” she panted.

“Back to back.” Mace pushed her behind him, and Kelsea planted herself
against his back, hunching forward to protect her shoulder as she faced the
audience. To her surprise, none of the nobles appeared to have fled; they
remained in orderly rows behind the pillars at the foot of the steps, and
Kelsea wanted to shout at them. Why didn’t they help? But many, the men in
particular, weren’t watching Kelsea. They were watching the fighting behind
her, their eyes darting avidly between combatants.

Sport, Kelsea realized, sickened. She held her knife up toward the crowd in
as threatening a gesture as she could muster, longing for a sword, though she
had no idea how to use one. The blade dripped crimson, slippery in her
blood-coated hand. She remembered when Barty had given her that knife on
her tenth birthday, in a gold-painted box with a small silver key. The box
must still be in her saddlebags, somewhere upstairs. She had finally used her
knife on a man, and she wished she could tell Barty. A wave of darkness
crashed across her vision.

Pen had stationed himself in front of her now, a sword in each hand. When
one of the Regent’s guards broke forward, trying to push through, Pen
sidestepped him neatly and chopped off his arm at the bicep, burying a sword
in his rib cage. The man screamed, a high, thin shrieking that seemed to go
on and on as his severed arm landed several feet away on the flagstones. He
dropped to the ground and Pen resumed his waiting posture, unfazed by the
blood dripping down his sword arm. Mhurn joined him a moment later, his
blond hair streaked with crimson and his face whiter than ever now, as if he
were on the edge of fainting.

Two men appeared on her periphery and Kelsea swung that way, trying to

tighten her grip on the slippery knife. But it was only Elston and Kibb,



planting themselves on either side of her, their swords dripping blood. Kibb
had taken a wound to the hand, a deep gash that looked like an animal bite,
but otherwise they appeared unharmed. The clang of swords came more
slowly now, the fighting dying down. When Kelsea looked out into the
crowd, she saw that Arlen Thorne had disappeared. The priest, Father Tyler,
was crouched against the nearest of the massive pillars, hugging his Bible to
his chest, staring at a blue-clad corpse that lay bleeding at the foot of the dais.
He looked as though he might faint, and in spite of her distrust, Kelsea felt a
brief flash of pity for him. He didn’t seem the sort who’d ever been strong,
even as a young man, and he wasn’t young.

He needs to recover, another, colder voice snapped in her mind. Quickly.
Kelsea, brought back to herself by the steel in that voice, nodded in
agreement. It was extraordinary, how a coronation could mean so little and
yet so much. Her legs gave way and she stumbled against Mace, hissing as
pain dug into her back like a burrowing insect.

Women scream when they’re hurt, Barty’s voice echoed in her head. Men
scream when they’re dying.

I’m not going to scream, either way.

“Lazarus, you have to hold me up.”

Mace got an arm beneath hers and firmed it up, giving her something to
lean on. “We need to get that knife out, Lady.”

“Not yet.”

“You’re losing blood.”

“I’1l lose more when the knife is pulled. First this.”

Mace inspected the wound in a cursory way. The color drained from his
face.

“What?”

“Nothing, Lady.”



“What?”

“It’s a grave wound. Sooner or later you’re going to pass out.”

“Then hit me and wake me up.”

“I was set to guard your life, Lady.”

“My life and that throne are one,” Kelsea replied hoarsely. It was true,
though she hadn’t fully realized until she said it. She reached up to clutch
Mace’s shoulder, pointing to the sapphire on her chest. “I’m nothing now but
this. You see?”

Mace turned and shouted to Galen in the gallery. Two bodies clad in blue
tumbled over the wall and landed with a wet thud on the flagstones. The
foremost members of the audience cried out and drew back several feet.

“Wary now!” Mace barked. “Eyes on the crowd! Kibb, you need a doctor?”

“Fuck you,” Kibb replied in a good-natured tone, though his face was white
and he was clutching his hand in a death grip. “I’m a medic.”

Many of her uncle’s guard were dead on the dais. Several of her own guards
were sporting wounds, but she could see no grey-clad bodies on the floor.
Who had thrown the knife?

The Regent remained seated, his manner still unconcerned despite the blood
that spattered his face and the four Queen’s Guards who had him at sword
point. But a thin layer of sweat gleamed on his upper lip now, and his eyes
twitched continuously toward the crowd. Considering the lax skills of his
guard, it had been a fool’s attempt on Kelsea’s life. A delaying tactic; her
uncle knew the importance of this crowning as well as Kelsea did. An
entirely new landscape of pain had begun to radiate outward from her
shoulder, and blood was pooling in the small of her back. She sensed that she
had very little time. She reached out and grabbed one of her guards, a young
one whose name she didn’t know. “Get the priest.”

With a doubtful glance, the guard went and hauled Father Tyler back up to



the dais, where he blanched at the pile of dead bodies strewn across the floor.
Kelsea opened her mouth and that cold voice emerged, a tone of command
that didn’t seem entirely her own. “We’ll continue now, Father. Stick to the
essential language.”

He nodded, producing the tiara in one shaking hand. With Mace’s help,
Kelsea knelt back down on the floor. Father Tyler opened his Bible again and
began to read in a quavering voice, the words running together in Kelsea’s
ears. Beyond the priest, she saw the beautiful redhead, still as stone on the top
step of the dais, her body streaked and smeared with blood. It had painted her
face and soaked through the blue gauze of her clothing. She hadn’t moved an
inch, but she was alive; her grey eyes stared at the same fixed point on the
floor. Kelsea closed her eyes for a moment, and then she was looking up at
the ceiling, an enormous vaulted expanse, revolving above her.

Mace’s boot landed in the small of her back, and Kelsea bit her tongue
against a scream. Her vision cleared slightly, and she saw the priest
advancing upon her, Bible closed, tiara in hand. Her guard tensed up around
her. Father Tyler leaned down toward her, his eyes wide, his face drained of
all blood, and Kelsea felt her earlier suspicions inexplicably vanish. She
wished that she could comfort him, tell him that his part in this business was
almost done.

But it isn’t, another voice whispered, quiet but sure in her mind. Not even
close.

“Your Highness,” he asked, his tone almost apologetic, “do you swear to act
for this kingdom, for this people, under the laws of God’s Church?”

Kelsea drew a hoarse breath, feeling something rattle in her chest, and
whispered, “I swear to act for this kingdom and for this people, under the
law.”

Father Tyler paused. Kelsea tried to draw another breath and felt herself



fading, drifting to the left. Mace kicked her again, and this time she couldn’t
stop the small screech that escaped her lips. Even Barty would have
understood. “You’ll watch out for your church, Father, and I’ll watch out for
this kingdom and its people. My vow.”

Father Tyler hesitated a moment longer, then tucked his Bible into the fold
of his robes. His face was a mask of resignation and regret, as though he
could see into the future, the many possible consequences of this moment.
Perhaps he could. He reached out and set the tiara on Kelsea’s head with both
hands. “I crown you Queen Kelsea Raleigh of the Tearling. Long be your
reign, Majesty.”

Kelsea shut her eyes, her throat choked with a relief so great that it bordered
on ecstasy. “Lazarus, help me up.”

Mace hauled her to her feet, and her legs promptly gave way. His arms
wrapped around her from behind, holding her up like a rag doll, pitching her
torso forward to avoid the knife hilt buried in her shoulder.

“The Regent.”

Mace swung her carefully around and Kelsea faced her uncle, finding his
eyes bright with stupid desperation. Slowly, deliberately, she leaned back
against Mace until the hilt of the knife bumped his chest. The pain jolted her
awake, but not much; darkness was closing in now, a blackening border
around the edge of her vision.

“Get off my throne.”

Her uncle didn’t move. Kelsea leaned forward, summoning all of her
strength, her breath rasping loudly in the vast, echoing chamber. “You have
one month to be gone from this Keep, Uncle. After that . . . ten thousand
pounds on your head.”

A woman behind Kelsea gasped, and muttering began to spread throughout

the crowd. Her uncle’s panicked eyes darted behind her.



“You can’t place a bounty on a member of the royal family.”

The voice behind her was an oily baritone that Kelsea already recognized:
Thorne. She ignored him, forcing words out in thin wheezes of breath. “I’ve
given you . . . a running start, Uncle. Get off my throne right now, or Lazarus
will throw you out of the Keep. How long . . . do you think you’ll last?”

Her uncle blinked slowly. After several seconds he rose from the throne, his
stomach ballooning as he stood upright. Too much ale, Kelsea thought
vaguely, followed by: My god, he’s shorter than I am! Her vision doubled,
then tripled. She nudged Mace with one elbow, and he understood, for he
hauled her forward and eased her onto the throne. It was like sitting on a
freezing cold rock. Kelsea swayed against the icy metal, shut her eyes, and
opened them again. There was something else she had to do, but what?

In front of her, Kelsea spotted the redhead, still covered in blood. Her uncle
stumbled down the steps of the dais, the slack in the rope pulling tighter as he
went.

“Drop the rope,” Kelsea whispered.

“Drop the rope,” Mace repeated.

Her uncle whirled around, and for the first time, Kelsea saw naked fury in
his eyes. “The woman’s mine! She was a gift.”

“Too bad.”

Her uncle looked around for reinforcements, but most of his guards were
dead. Only three of them followed at his heels, and even these remaining men
seemed reluctant to meet his eye. Her uncle’s face was white with anger, but
Kelsea saw something worse written in his expression: aggrieved
bew