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- cast of characters Kiera Driscoll. AKA The Violet Fox. A sixteen-year-old Freetorborn folk hero who fights for her people’s freedom. After a series
of adventures, she has married the rightful prince of the realm,
Keegan Tramore.
Keegan Tramore. The rightful Prince of Marlenia and son of
Eamon Tramore. Married in secret to Kiera Driscoll. Currently
cursed in a frozen sleep and in the clutches of the Frostfire family.
Laoise Mullen. Pronounced LEE-sha. Best friend and confidant
of Kiera Driscoll. Fast runner, quick thinker, and devoted to the
cause. She is Bidelia’s daughter.
Bidelia Mullen. AKA Mother Margaret. Laoise’s mother.
Determined, stubborn, and cautious. She worked undercover
for years as the head servant in the castle until she was exposed
and tortured at Sylvia Frostfire’s hand.
Monju Farin. Southern bard assassin who helped Kiera and
Keegan find the Silver Spear. Once loyal to Dominique Castillo,
he now fights loyally at Kiera’s side.
Conal Driscoll. AKA the Advisor, AKA Ivor Ferguson, AKA
Kiera’s father. A Freetor-born man who pretended to be a
Marlenian shopkeeper and rose to power as the Holy One’s
Advisor. Universally hated by Freetors—very few know the
secret of his birth. Often duplicitous, he is devoted to Kiera, but
equally devoted to the study of magic.

THE FROSTFIRE FAMILY
Rulers of the Eastern Province
Sylvia Frostfire. AKA Daughter of the East. The youngest child
of Leszek Frostfire. Airy, arrogant, fond of large dresses, and
blindly in love with Keegan Tramore. Despises Kiera. Would

have married Keegan Tramore if Kiera had not interrupted the
wedding, sparking the current Eastern invasion of the West.
Currently betrothed to Marin Castillo.
Leon Frostfire. The second-oldest child of Leszek Frostfire.
Boisterous and eager to prove himself worthy.
Boris Frostfire. The eldest son of Leszek Frostfire. Quietly
imposing, stubborn, and usually boring. Currently betrothed to
Dominique Castillo and heir apparent to both the Western and
Eastern thrones.
Leszek Frostfire. AKA High King of the East, AKA Emperor
Leszek. Invaded Marlenia City—the seat of power in the West—
and declared himself emperor of the entire realm. Hungry for
revenge, desperate to keep his newfound power, and greedy.
Currently ruling from the occupied Marlenia City.

THE CASTILLO FAMILY
Rulers of the Northern Province
Dominique Castillo. AKA Daughter of the North. Ever since the
Freetors kidnapped her and stole her identity, Dominique has
pledged her life to eradicating Freetors everywhere. Kiera’s chief
nemesis. Clever, constantly scheming, and fond of cutting out
tongues. Currently betrothed to Boris Frostfire and therefore set
to become the next High Queen of Marlenia.
Marin Castillo. The little-seen nine-year-old son of the High
King of the North. Dominique’s brother. Sequestered away in
the Northern capital of Ninyanas. Currently betrothed to Sylvia
Frostfire.
Matís Castillo. AKA High King of the North, AKA the Pauper
King. Frail and probably ill, he remains as always hidden in his
castle in the Northern capital.

THE GARETH FAMILY
Rulers of Baile Gareth in the Western Province
Ansel Gareth. Ruler of Baile Gareth in Feenagh Forest. Historically
loyal to the Tramore family, Ansel’s allegiance has been called
into question with the Tramore family scattered and the Frostfires
now in power. His word influences other lessor lords. Currently
harbouring Kiera and her friends from the Frostfire forces. Will
do what is right for his small corner of the realm and nothing
more.
Linnaea Gareth. Only daughter of Ansel Gareth. Quiet and timid,
she is unmarried and living beneath her father’s thumb—for now.
Joel Gareth. Ansel’s second son. Rebellious and definitely hiding
something.
Wallace Gareth. Ansel’s oldest son and heir to Baile Gareth.
Married and living in Gareth Manor with his wife.

OTHERS
Rordan Driscoll. Kiera’s older brother. Member of the Extremists.
Publicly executed.
Pascal Antony. Unofficial spokesperson for the Roamers. Former
mercenary, usually spoiling for a fight, and slow to sway to any
cause—unless you can afford him.
Alastar the Hero. A powerful magic-user who rose up against the
royal class, creating the Freetor movement two hundred years
ago. He cursed the Silver Spear.
Dashiell. The man-god worshiped by some surface Marlenians.
“Creator” of the four artefacts.

Run. That was what my anger told me.
The men loyal to Lord Ansel Gareth, our gracious host, closed
in fast three stone-throws behind me. I grinned as I gripped
my rough-woven skirts and mustered more speed on the worn
wooden floors of Gareth Manor. The men had the advantage of
knowing the manor intimately. I had the advantage of running
from soldiers like them all my life.
“Stop! Thief!”
Those words alone brought me back to my base instincts.
Run. Hide. Survive. Give the spoils to those in need. My father
would be furious if he found out I’d been sneaking around the
manor, swiping treasures from the kitchen. Yes, I was a thief.
I had to keep my skills sharp. Doing anything was better than
doing nothing. I couldn’t be idle.
Because if I was, even for a moment, I’d think of the man I
loved in the clutches of my worst enemy.
Gareth Manor wasn’t as large as the mountain castle in
Marlenia City where, over two months ago, I’d disguised myself
as Lady Dominique Castillo and gotten myself into this mess. In
that time, I started a war between the two most powerful provinces in the world, crossed the West on foot with my love, Prince
Keegan Tramore, and found one of the most powerful artefacts
of Dashiell: the Silver Spear.
That was when things went horribly wrong: why Keegan was
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no longer with me and why I was forced into hiding here, in
Baile Gareth, with my friends and what little family I had left.
I rounded a sharp corner into a long corridor. At the end
was the back exit to the stables and the henhouse, and beyond
the grounds: the dark, thick trunks of Feenagh Forest loomed.
Gareth Manor was considered the second most fortified structure in the West, as it was situated in the middle of a forest
populated with dangerous, once-mythical creatures called the
beatag. Once-mythical, only because Keegan and I managed to
meet one, and survive.
“She’s just a servant!” one of the guards shouted, close
behind.
“No, she’s a noble brat! We can’t lay a hand—”
I raced on down the corridor and threw open the door. Fresh
air. For the first time in nearly a fortnight, I stepped outside
the manor and breathed in the crisp aromas of Feenagh Forest
and the comforting smell of barnyard animals. I dashed through
the knee-high grass hugging the manor. To my left was the henhouse, fortified by a scaleable fence. No good—Laoise had told
me of the frequent patrols and the watchtower some distance to
the south. Beside it, the stables. Better.
Horses greeted me from their stalls as I approached the stable
at top speed. Some danced nervously at my sudden arrival.
A man much taller than me grabbed my upper arm and swung
me around. “You’re coming with—” When he recognized my
face, his grip loosened, and with it, his resolve. “Aren’t you...?”
Only a select few knew that I was in Baile Gareth: the former
Advisor to the throne known publicly as Ivor Ferguson, my
best friend Laoise, her mother Bidelia, the bard assassin Monju
Farin, and the Gareth noble family. The face of Kiera Driscoll,
the Violet Fox, was not as well known outside Marlenia
City. She was also rumoured to be dead. A rumour my father
wanted to encourage—for now. As far as the manor staff and
12

The Emerald Cloth
the bannermen were concerned, I was but another lesser noble
relative visiting after a long journey, who preferred to keep to
myself. My friends were my servants, and the Advisor—well, his
face was trickier to hide than mine, and his motives less trusted.
“I get that a lot,” I said. “Got to run.”
I hurried back the way I came, towards the manor. The guard
was on my heels. Where had the second one gone? To warn
the other bannermen patrolling the manor? The entire Gareth
family? No, thefts would be trivial to them. I hoped. I slammed
the hardwood door behind me. He couldn’t stop in time: the
door hit him with a heavy thunk on the forehead. He slumped
to the ground.
First thought: Hopefully he doesn’t remember me when he
wakes.
Second thought: I just knocked a guard unconscious.
This wouldn’t go unnoticed.
As for the second guard, he seemed to have given up. But if
the Gareth men found their friend, then they’ll likely report to
Lord Ansel, putting our tenuous safety treaty in jeopardy.
I opened the door. The bannerman muttered incoherently.
“Sorry,” I said. After checking for witnesses—just a few clucking hens—I grabbed the man by the underarms and dragged him
to the wall. My belly wound screamed. Although my father’s
magic had sped along the healing process and probably prevented my untimely demise, lifting and moving heavy objects
reminded me that I was not my old self. The bannerman was
heavier than three packs of grain. My lower back ached and the
bandages around my middle felt tight against the strain, but I
managed to prop him against the rough stone.
He looked up at me, dazed. “You’re...”
“Yeah, don’t spread it around.” I sighed. “I’ll put them back.
I promise.”
I hurried back inside before he could further identify me and
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strode confidently down the corridor. At least my treasures were
safe in my apron pocket. I scooped out a handful of berries and
stuffed them in my mouth, feeling immediately guilty. Taking
them had been too easy. The kitchen staff had wanted to prepare
blueberry pies for tonight. My belly was sated, like everyone else
living in the manor, and I knew no one that needed them more.
I turned right at the next corner and headed for the kitchen.
A small, startled gasp gave away her position. There was
nowhere to hide in the narrow corridor. Even so, I pressed
myself against the wall and lowered my head. One person saw
my face today—I didn’t need more trouble.
“Kiera? What are you doing outside your room?”
I let out a loud breath of relief at the sound of Laoise’s voice.
“How long were you following me?”
“Long enough.” She hurried for me, her straw-brown bouncing around her ears, hand outstretched. I clasped it, worried
why she wasn’t on the third level scrubbing the floors. If anyone
were to find me, it would be Laoise. Only the dearest friend of
the province’s most notorious thief and scoundrel could take her
by surprise.
“I was...going to the kitchen,” I said, gesturing down the
hall. “Do you want to—?”
She wasn’t fooled. She reached into my apron pocket and
drew out a fistful of evidence. “Why would you put yourself at
risk? If you were hungry, you could have just sent for me.”
“It wasn’t about that. And I’m going to put them back.”
She put her hands on her hips. “Give me the apron. I’ll
do it.”
“No, please, Laoise—”
“Shh! Just do it, okay? You’re lucky it’s me and not...you
know.”
Laoise still had trouble saying my father’s name—especially
his surface name. Advisor Ivor Ferguson had been responsible
14
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for the imprisonment of countless Freetors, all in the name of
protecting his secret: that he was a Freetor himself and had
climbed the social ranks to make a difference in the lives of all
Freetors. But things hadn’t worked out that way.
I untied the apron and carefully handed it to Laoise. She
retied it around her waist. “I know you’re just trying to add
some variety to your life. I wish you could come wash floors
with me. It’s back-breaking work, but it’s better than doing
nothing in that closet chamber all day.”
Such a Freetor statement if there ever was one. “I wish you
would have been there with me. The confectionary was empty
for just a moment. I waited for the two ladies to leave and then
I reached up and snatched the berries and—”
She grabbed me before I could elaborate any further and
pulled me down the hall, towards the cramped prison that was
my quarters. “I already heard. You charged one of Lord Ansel’s
guards! Outside! Kiera, anyone could have recognized your
face—”
“I didn’t charge him, he chased me. And I’m pretty sure no
one recognized me.”
She stopped and rounded on me. I’d known Laoise my entire
life. She was more than my best friend. She was my sister, and
would have been for real, had my brother not been publicly
executed for his Extremist affiliations. Her thin lips twisted
with disapproval—so like her mother, Bidelia—as she shook her
head.
“Pretty sure isn’t good enough. Your father asked me to keep
an eye on you.”
“Oh please. Don’t tell me he expects you to report all my
activities to him.”
“He does.”
“And you’re...not...right?”
She crossed her arms. “Just the ones that matter. I know you
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don’t like being cooped up here like a prisoner. I don’t like it
either. But unless you want the Frostfires to know that you’re
here, and cause a whole bunch of problems for Lord Ansel, and
eliminate that fragile alliance we’ve built with him...”
“I didn’t mean to cause trouble.” I really didn’t. Lord Ansel’s
hospitality was the main reason we weren’t rotting in the dungeons within the Marlenia City mountain castle—assuming
there was enough of it left to rot in.
Two voices echoed besides our own in an adjoining corridor.
I pressed against the wall instinctively until we realized they
were standing still.
“We should go the other way,” Laoise whispered.
I grabbed her hand and moved silently towards the voices.
She didn’t resist.
A high-pitched, wavering voice was pleading her case. “I
was just—”
The deep, gruff voice with authority interrupted her. “It’s too
dangerous, Linnaea. Running around outside, as if you’re a...”
“Laoise, is that the lord and his daughter?” I whispered.
We halted before the end of the corridor and peered around
the corner. Indeed, it was Lord Ansel Gareth, patriarch of the
manor and Baile Gareth itself, and his only daughter, Lady
Linnaea. Lord Ansel had the face of a man who had seen war:
grizzled, stern, with deep chasm lines on his cheeks and forehead. Lady Linnaea had no such stories embedded into her skin.
I’d heard she’d never left the manor grounds in her seventeen
years. Her long, fair hair had been braided down her back. She
was dressed in one of her finer dinner gowns: unusual, as there
was at least three hours until meal time—five hours until Laoise
and I got the kitchen scraps.
“Please promise me you won’t do this again,” Lord Ansel said.
“I...” Linnaea was close to tears. “Can we speak about this
elsewhere?”
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“I found you here, so this is where you will answer me.
Promise your father you will obey.”
Laoise and I exchanged curious looks.
“Father—”
“I know how you feel about this,” he said, not unkindly. His
clothing rustled as he leaned over and kissed his daughter on the
forehead. “If there was another way, I’d pursue it. Right now,
our family stands to lose everything we have built over the past
two hundred years if you do not yield and marry him.”
Linnaea drew a sniffly breath and whimpered something in
the affirmative.
“We can talk more about this—”
Laoise grabbed my arm and pulled me silently down the
corridor, away from the arguing nobles. It wouldn’t do us any
good to be caught, not when Lord Ansel’s patience with us was
already stretched thin. There was another way to my quarters, a
longer way around, that would give us time to speculate.
“I wonder who he’s making her marry,” I whispered.
“Probably some old noble in the East, or maybe the South. It
doesn’t matter. We’ll be out of here soon.”
“Why do you say that? Have you also plotted ten escape
plans?”
“Just three. The servant girls are chatty. Doesn’t leave me a
lot of silent thinking time.”
I grinned. “I bet your three are better than my ten. Well, nine
now. The berries plan didn’t work.”
Thinking I was serious, she gave me an incredulous look, until
I burst out laughing. She snorted, and I grabbed her hand, and
together we ran like we used to, hand-in-hand through enemy
territory, down the hall and up the winding servant staircase.
This was how it should be, when we were truly free. Once I
had Keegan back, once my face was no longer feared, once we
had a place to call home again...
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Our laughter died as soon as we entered my cramped quarters. The Advisor stood at the window, arms crossed, staring out
into the forest. His fingers tapped impatiently on his forearm.
He didn’t even turn to greet us; he knew it was me, returning
from my forbidden journey outside.
“Kiera,” he said. “Laoise, get back to the third floor. The
scrubbing won’t finish itself, and the other girls are far too curious about your frequent visits to the noble quarters.”
“Yes, my lord,” Laoise said flippantly. She squeezed my hand
in a silent, well-wishing gesture and closed the door behind
me, leaving me alone with Advisor Ivor Ferguson, or as he was
known to the Freetors, Conal Driscoll.
The man who had abandoned me and my brother. And,
also, the same man who had come for me when I had no one at
Driscoll’s End, and pulled the Silver Spear from my chest, saving
my life.
“Father,” I said, unable to avoid Laoise’s infectious sarcasm.
He faced me then, unable to contain his surprise. It was hard
to know what to call him, but maybe it didn’t matter. I would
have died at Driscoll’s End if my father’s strange magic hadn’t
plucked me from Lady Dominique’s grasp. Thanks to him, I was
alive. The wound from the Silver Spear had nearly healed under
his care, although it would leave a nasty scar. Yet because of
him, I was trapped here, forced to do nothing while he spun
webs of deceit with Lord Ansel, instead of searching for Keegan.
My husband.
“What were you thinking, Kiera?”
Just when I thought we’d come to a mutual understanding—a respect, even—he had slipped back into
patronizing me.
“I shouldn’t be lecturing you.” He let his arm fall to his side
with a threatening snap. The garish clothes once afforded by his
station were gone. Now he wore the guise of a merchant. Ivor
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Ferguson in his most basic form, before he became the Advisor
to the Holy One so long ago.
“Are you going to explain yourself?” His shoes scuffed on
the stone floor. “If you’re listening at all. That would truly be a
miracle from the man-god.”
My mouth was dry. A conversation with my father was like
a sparring match. I had to be quick with a witty reply lest I
become burned.
“I have no explanation,” I said truthfully. Although I’d mostly
recovered from Lady Dominique’s fatal blow to the stomach, I
barely slept. Keegan was out there somewhere, and every plan
we conceived to recover him seemed more childish, reckless, or
impossible to pull off.
“If this is a cry for attention, Kiera, you needn’t continue.
I’m here.”
He meant to be comforting, but he sounded frustrated.
“I have to do something,” I said finally, gritting my teeth.
Staring out the window at the forest kept me grounded. Looking
at my father now would send me spiralling, and I had a history
of letting my anger get the better of me.
“I know you’re worried about—”
“I’m beyond worried about Keegan. What if he’s dead?” I
thumbed the violet cloth wrapped around my forefinger, the
symbol of our marriage. A union no one but his man-god had
witnessed, and thus, could not be proved. “What if he never
wakes up?”
The magic of the Silver Spear came with a steep price.
Although the Freetors could handle the ancient weapon, it was
deadly to anyone born on the surface. Something I wished we’d
known before the enchanted frost overtook Keegan, causing him
to fall into a death-like sleep. I glanced at the Spear, wrapped
in brown tattered cloth, sitting on the desk as if it were a gift.
I caught the flicker of sympathy on my father’s face. “We’ll
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find him, Kiera. I promise. You’re not making this easy on me.
While I’m constantly searching for reasons for us to stay under
this roof and keep Lord Ansel from bending the knee to the
Frostfire family, you’re acting like a child.”
“I can’t stay cooped up like this while he’s out there, probably being tortured by her.” I could barely bring myself to say her
name. Lady Dominique Castillo. The woman whose face and
name I stole to capture Keegan’s heart. Now, she had his frozen
body and the kingdom under her thumb, with Lady Sylvia
Frostfire’s help. “I have to keep my skills sharp.”
“By stealing berries?”
“I was going to put them back.” That was the point of the
exercise, after all. How much could I steal from the kitchen without attracting attention? Now I knew the answer. Not enough.
“We have already stretched Lord Ansel’s hospitality.”
“He won’t throw you out,” I mumbled. Though that wasn’t
necessarily true. With Keegan being the last of his line and with
his whereabouts unknown, Lord Ansel didn’t have to adhere
to the treaty his ancestors had formed with Keegan’s family.
It was only because of my father’s influence—and possibly
because of Lord Ansel’s distaste for the Frostfire family—that
we were safe at the moment. But there were still people suffering
directly under the Frostfires’ hands within occupied Marlenia
City. It pained me to think of those who had died because they
remained publicly loyal to Keegan and me, instead of submitting to the invaders.
“Lord Ansel has called a gathering tonight,” my father said
as he shuffled for the door. “I want you to stay here until then.
Perhaps I can convince him to hear your apology.”
“My apology?” I blurted. All I wanted was to keep my skills
sharp. To not sit here in this room and rot with the artefact that
had stirred up this mess. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble. I...
really do...appreciate your help.”
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“Thank you,” he said. “But saying it to me doesn’t do you—
nor any of us—any good. You must kneel before Lord Ansel.
You don’t have to speak in front of the entire court. You can
speak after any visiting lords, merchants, and servants leave. We
don’t want to raise any more suspicion.”
I sat on my cot and nodded. My father was right. He was
almost always right. I just hated admitting it, especially to him.
“Maybe if you were better at magic, you could give me a different face. That would solve some of our problems.”
He smiled, and for a moment, I saw my deceased brother,
Rordan. “Perhaps I...” Pausing at the door again, he turned.
“Kiera, are you asking me to teach you magic?”
I hadn’t thought of it that way. “No.”
“You have no desire to learn?”
I shrugged. “I thought I had no aptitude for it. I wasn’t
chosen by the Elders when I was young.”
“Yes. But you manage the artefacts just fine. The Elders
strictly controlled magical knowledge, for good reason. Perhaps,
if you wanted, I could...attempt to teach you.”
My father had been trying to help me ever since I discovered
he was alive. For most of our relationship, I didn’t know his true
intentions until after he executed his plans. Now, he was offering me a chance to control the force that defined the Freetors
as a people.
“All I want is for my people to be free. All of my people.” I
stood, gripping the desk against the wall. “Many of our people
fear magic. I don’t oppose it, but every time a powerful magic
wielder tries to do good, it seems like their desires become twisted. So...I can’t say I’m that interested. No.”
“Hmm,” was all my father said. He opened the door to my
prison. “I was hoping you’d say something of the sort. Perhaps
you are more ready to learn than I thought.”
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***
Unlike the slippery tile floor that made heeled shoes loud and
soft toes ideal, the gritty stone floor in the narrow mezzanine
above the throne room left a thief no room for error. Every time
I shifted my weight, the stone scraped beneath my feet, revealing my position to anyone who would care to look up. If I were
down with the rest of the manor, it would only cause more problems. No, I had to remain up here, alone, watching the Gareth
family conduct their weekly gathering until the time came for
me to perform my apology.
The gathering room below was more like a converted dining
hall than the ornate show of wealth that was typical of manors
and castles. Instead of tapestries depicting the surface people as
saints squashing the Freetors or slaying mythical animals, the
Gareth family hung green and black banners over their drab
stone walls, depicting their family crest: a large, shadowy beast
surrounded by red thorns and twisted green vines.
Thirty-odd merchants, distant relatives of the Gareth family
and other subjects living in the baile, chatted in low murmurs
and filed into the room, stepping on a narrow, frayed red carpet
leading right for the Gareth seat of power. Gatherings typically
covered petty matters of state and allowed the lord to dole out
justice for crimes and disputes, yet tonight tension thickened the
air. How many of them had seen the ghost of the Violet Fox?
How many of them knew that the former Advisor protected her,
had risked his life to save her? How many of them believed that
Keegan was alive?
There was only one throne and a green pillow on the seat,
worn flat beneath Lord Ansel himself. He scrubbed his chiseled
face, scrutinizing his approaching subjects. As they drew nearer
to him, each one bowed, and he nodded curtly in acknowledgement to their loyalty.
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Linnaea stood at her father’s right side, her hands clasped
nervously in front of her. Her braided hair had been pinned
around her brow, making her innocent face seem more severe
than usual. On Lord Ansel’s left stood his eldest son, Wallace.
Although twenty-seven, he looked far older, especially for a
newly married man. His wife, Jemma, had entered with the merchants and the small lords. Her ringlets masked most of her
face, though she looked young and content to stand next to
her mother-in-law, Lord Ansel’s wife Isabel. I didn’t understand
why Lady Isabel couldn’t stand next to Lord Ansel. Did they not
rule the baile together, even if it was Lord Ansel’s namesake?
The politics of baile lords had never been my specialty, though
I’d patiently sat through my father’s lessons, knowing it was
important. I drew back into my hiding place, but not so far that
I couldn’t see the happenings.
“Where is Joel?” Lord Ansel asked.
Joel Gareth was Lord Ansel’s second son. I smiled beneath
my hood. Rumour had it he was trysting with a Roamer girl.
That would not be an ideal match, even for a second son to a
small but prestigious baile. Laoise and I had speculated wildly
about how long it would be before Joel ran away and joined the
travelling band himself, before realizing what a hard, dangerous
life it was.
Wallace Gareth muttered something to Lord Ansel and the
old lord waved his hand respectfully. “Very well. We’ll start.
Thank you for gathering here today. I’ll keep this short. The
rains are supposed to come tonight and I know many of you are
looking forward to the coming harvest.”
The crowd chuckled politely. I glanced at my father, freely
leaning against the far wall for all to see. He smiled good-naturedly at Lord Ansel and the crowd before him, as if the gathering had been in his honour.
Lord Ansel glanced at my father. “We have had a guest for the
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past fortnight. An unusual one, at that. Advisor Ivor Ferguson.”
My father bowed his head politely. “My title is likely forfeit,
my lord, though I appreciate the gesture.”
“As the Frostfires have not formally revoked it, I see no reason
to stop referring to you as such, as you have kept me apprised of
the situation, past and present, within Marlenia City.” The lord
looked suddenly grim. “Many of you have raised concern about
my harbouring him here. Your words have not gone unheard. I
have done my best to uphold the treaty my great-great grandfather signed with Killan Tramore.
“Advisor Ferguson has spent time in Marlenia City to determine if the last Tramore royal holds influence over the Frostfire
family and requested their aid with the Freetor threat, or if the
East’s arrival in Marlenia City was, in fact, an invasion.”
The Frostfires were so powerful; to admit that they had
invaded would warrant punishment for sure. The crowd murmured at Lord Ansel’s candour. I held my breath. Lord Ansel was
acting cautiously. It was hard to know the truth when messages
could be intercepted so easily. The Frostfires and the Castillos
had burned Marlenia City’s castle. They had murdered people
in the street for their loyalty to the Tramores. At least, that was
what we had heard. The fact that I had to sit here out of sight
only made me more anxious.
I had to find a way back to the capital. To find Keegan, to
defeat the Frostfires, to set things right for my people.
“After much discussion,” Lord Ansel continued, “I have concluded that Keegan Tramore holds no sway over the Frostfires
and that it is Emperor Leszek Frostfire, first of his title and
name, along with his sons and Castillo family, who hold the
true power in Marlenia City.”
My father pushed off the wall. His face, normally a mask of
self-assured smugness and secrecy, had faded. This situation was
no longer in his control. “My lord...”
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Lord Ansel held up a hand. “You have said enough, Advisor.”
At least he knew when to fall silent, unlike me. My fingernails drove into my palms as my father drew back against the
wall like a wounded animal. Rage boiled inside of me.
“Keegan Tramore is indeed alive,” Lord Ansel admitted.
“And it seems he is safe within the capital, according to reports
from the castle. Though from Lady Sylvia’s parade, we know he
is not in optimal health. He may go the way of his father.”
There were several sympathetic murmurs from the crowd.
My heart pounded. The Holy One, Eamon Tramore, had been
well respected and had reigned a long time.
“The Frostfires claim they took the castle to prevent it from
falling into Freetor hands. Be that as it may, the Tramore colours
no longer fly. Whether we enjoy having the Frostfires as our
overlords or not, they are here, and no army is strong enough
to oppose them. I am not concerned with such matters of resistance and Freetor raids. My duty is to protect my baile and
ensure the continued survival of its inhabitants.”
Many of the small lords shouted questions mixed with jubilant cheers.
“Oh no,” I whispered.
My father glanced at me. We were thinking the same thing.
“In that light, I have an announcement,” Lord Ansel proclaimed. He lifted a heavy hand towards Linnaea, whose fiery,
tearful gaze was downcast at the scuffed wooden floors.
“It is with great joy that I announce my intention to formally
join the Gareth family with the Frostfires. My daughter, Linnaea,
will marry Leon Frostfire this coming spring in Marlenia City.”
He cast a grave look in my direction, daring me to challenge
him. “This will ensure the continued prosperity and safety of all
those living in Baile Gareth.”
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Lord Ansel’s proclamation remained with me, obscuring
all other thoughts, as he conducted other baile business. No
wonder Linnaea had been so distraught earlier. I shouldn’t
have dismissed her so quickly. Having your family select your
marriage partner was bad enough—that she had to marry
Leon Frostfire was a death sentence. I had narrowly escaped
Leon and his band of men in Iar Bunsula. Not only was he a
brute, but a staunch mouthpiece for the anti-Freetor movement within the noble class.
Eventually, the Gareth bannermen, merchants, and the other
subjects of the baile left through the double oak doors to the
promise of a communal supper in the dining hall, a tradition
long established by a now-dead Gareth man. Only my father
remained in the back of the room, half hidden in the drapery.
Lord Ansel, Linnaea, and Wallace remained on the platform at
the head of the hall. Apparently there was more business to conduct, and it more than likely concerned me.
“You can come out now.”
I resented his tone—so cold, unfatherly—but I didn’t have
the luxury of acknowledging him as my blood, not here. I briefly
considered swinging over the railing and falling like a limber cat
onto the wooden floor; an impressive entrance fit for the Violet
Fox. I settled for hurrying along the mezzanine to a covered,
winding staircase that opened in the foyer and stepped into the
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throne room properly through the doors, like a regular cloaked
lady without the reflexes of a feral creature and bones of steel.
My strides were long and purposeful as I approached the
sitting lord. I drew back my hood to reveal my face and mess
of curls. Laoise had tried to tame my hair, but neither of us
could sit still long enough. What resulted was a frizzy, halfcurled mess gathered around my fair face. Nothing on my
face was painted so as to not attract attention. I was also not
wearing a dress, but my freshly washed trousers, a large belt,
and my nicest chemise.
My father evaluated my appearance quickly. The slight quirk
of his lip expressed his disapproval. I bowed before Lord Ansel.
Wallace frowned. To him, I probably looked like a stable hand.
I smiled at him but my father cleared his throat.
“My lord. I have come before you today to...” The words were
there, on my tongue, within my mind. I’d even practiced them, to
please my father. But Lord Ansel’s words had been heavier, stronger, and I couldn’t say what I’d prepared. “My lord, if the Frostfires
are truly in power, then we are all in grave danger.”
My father sighed audibly behind me.
To my surprise, Lord Ansel smiled. “Having a liege lord
always carries some sort of danger. However, by promising
Linnaea to the Frostfires, I am alleviating some of that.”
For you. “Surely there must be—” I stopped short of insulting them. Surely there must be a better match for Leon Frostfire,
was what I was going to say. He was High King Leszek’s second
son, and while the throne would go to Leon’s older brother,
Boris, I couldn’t see how Linnaea, the daughter of a mere baile
lord, would be a better match than a daughter of the High King
in the South.
“Surely there must be a better way for you to protect the
baile than delivering your only daughter into the hands of
treachery?”
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Linnaea inhaled sharply, but didn’t look up. She’d been
silent as her father doled out her fate. I couldn’t imagine living
like that.
“I’m listening if you have a better idea, Fox,” Lord Ansel
replied drolly, exchanging an amused look with his eldest son.
Unfortunately, I didn’t have a better idea. If I were in
Linnaea’s place, I’d be halfway out of the baile by now. I’d only
dealt with Leon briefly in Iar Bunsula, but he’d been drunk and
brutal, fanatically hunting down Freetors in the countryside.
The lord took my silence as answer enough. “I must send her
to the castle as soon as possible. The Frostfires were...eager to
have her safe within their walls.”
Their walls. Eager. Their lies made my blood boil.
“Then you plan to send a carriage within a few days, my
lord?” my father asked cautiously.
“I do,” Lord Ansel said, matching my father’s tone.
The idea struck my brain with such fury that I had no time to
filter it. “Let us be part of the escort to Marlenia City.”
Lord Ansel frowned and leaned back in his chair. “And why
would I allow that?”
“We are a liability. Mostly me. It’s safest for everyone in your
baile if we aren’t in it. But if we hide amongst Linnaea’s escort,
it would give us transport to Marlenia City. Which is where I
want to go.”
My father cleared his throat. “My lord...”
“I cannot guarantee your safety in my daughter’s escort,”
Lord Ansel replied.
“You don’t have to. I’m the Violet Fox. My friends and I can
defend her if necessary.”
At this, the old lord smiled slyly. “You are as brash as the
stories say. Brashness does not make a warrior. It is, however,
the quality of many thieves.”
My face heated. I couldn’t stop now. “And I apologize again
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for any misunderstanding that may have occurred today. I...
shouldn’t have disobeyed my guardian, Advisor Ivor Ferguson.”
Linnaea’s gaze lifted from the floor. I had hit a nerve and
not only with her. Lord Ansel’s amusement faded into serious
contemplation.
“You wouldn’t be the only escort for Linnaea.”
“Of course.”
“Did you really kill the Freetor queen in the capital?”
White-lipped, I nodded. “Elder Erskina wanted me to kill
Keegan. I refused.”
“So you are truly in love with him?” Linnaea’s voice, sudden
and high, startled me.
“Yes,” I replied with conviction. “And once I’m back in
Marlenia City, I’m going to find out what the Frostfires and
the Castillos have done with him, and I’m going to...” I glanced
at my father, considering my words. “I’m going to rescue him.
What we do after that, I don’t know. All I want is to have him
back.”
Lord Ansel seemed unimpressed, but nodded anyway. He
didn’t care about my personal vendetta. He had a baile to run.
“Very well. I will let my bannermen know that there will be an
extra contingent riding with my daughter.”
A ghost of a smile appeared on Linnaea’s face. “I feel safer
knowing I will ride with a legend.”
The heavy doors behind me creaked open and a young man,
a few years older than me, burst inside. Seeing the emptiness of
the room, he swore under his breath, and doubled down on his
oaths when his gaze fell upon me. I had only seen Joel Gareth
in passing—as he was leaving the grounds, as he was leaving
the kitchen—and he seemed ready to leave once more until his
father’s deep voice stayed his nervous feet.
“You missed the gathering.”
Joel ruffled the red carpet underneath him as he scuttled
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forward. “Uh, is she supposed to be...?” She glanced behind
him, towards the exit. “Do people know now...?”
“If you keep talking they will,” I muttered.
Lord Ansel ignored or otherwise didn’t hear my remark.
“Where were you?”
“I was sleeping, Father.” He ran a hand through his bedridden head sheepishly.
“I walked past your chamber and knocked,” Wallace said,
lifting a brow.
“Well I wasn’t in my chamber. I was in the library.”
Embarrassment rushed to his face, made only more apparent as
he kept glancing between his father and me. “I’m sorry, Father.
I’ll take whatever punishment you deem fit, but I’m hungry, if
you’ll dismiss me.”
Lord Ansel pushed to his feet, but before he could confer any
kind of punishment on his unruly second son, Linnaea touched
his arm gently. Her voice was clear this time. “Father. I ask for
forgiveness on Joel’s behalf. This gathering didn’t concern him.
And if I only have days left here, as you said...”
His face softened as he placed a large hand over hers. “Your
heart is too kind. You must steel yourself to such matters. The
Frostfires do not have such regard for their siblings.”
Lowering her gaze in submission, her face noticeably paled.
I couldn’t imagine being forced to marry someone against my
will, just to secure peace. Keegan had nearly surrendered to such
a marriage, before I’d stood up in the cathedral and revealed my
identity, just to stop it. I wished there was something I could do.
Joel trudged forward, hands outstretched and head bowed.
“Am I forgiven, Father?”
Lord Ansel’s cheeks coloured. “I will think on an appropriate punishment as I fill my stomach. Come with me to the
dining hall.”
It wasn’t a request. Joel gulped and nodded, throwing me a
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desperate glance. I didn’t know what to say to him, so I gave
him a weak smile as he turned and headed for the large doors
from whence he came.
Lord Ansel stepped down the dais and, without gesturing,
Linnaea and Wallace followed him. He barely acknowledged me
as he passed. I bowed appropriately. “You are dismissed, Fox.
Advisor, join me in the feast—it will be expected.”
“Of course, my lord. I shall meet you there presently.”
Unconcerned, the Gareths left the throne room without ceremony, leaving me and my father alone. We held each other’s
gazes as we listened for their footsteps to fade. We had similar
instincts.
“I’ll take you back to your room,” he said, once we were sure
they were gone.
“Doesn’t he expect you to follow?”
He took my arm gently and led me back up the stairs, keeping his head low so we could continue our conversation. “He
expects me to keep you out of sight and quiet.”
“Just like he keeps his daughter under his thumb.”
My father grimaced. “He certainly does a better job than I do.”
“Well, if I were Linnaea—”
“You aren’t, thank goodness. That girl will have to learn how
to navigate the Frostfires on her own. We have larger issues to
contend with. I thought for a moment you were going to admit
that you wanted to restore Keegan to the throne. That would
have made our situation more difficult, especially now. Better he
think you brash and lovesick than a competent schemer.”
Yes, I’d almost lost all my sympathy from him there. “It’s not
completely a lie. I want to see him safe. But I don’t want to see
the Frostfires on the throne.”
“Neither do I. I have invested too much in Keegan for him to
die now.” While the words were cold, his tone wasn’t, and I felt
a sudden jolt of jealousy towards my husband. My father had
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been a second parent to him since age eleven, when he’d saved
the young prince’s life. “He will be a great Holy One someday.
With our help.”
“Once we rescue him,” I said.
“We will.” His hand, still guiding me, squeezed my shoulder.
My father wasn’t prone to physical displays of affection, and
as odd as it still was to receive them from the former Advisor,
a man hated and feared by all Freetors, I found great comfort
from his support. So much so that my throat tightened.
I pushed my fears for Keegan deep down. I didn’t want
to appear weak in front of my father, even though I’d almost
died in his arms a fortnight ago. I had to be strong for him, for
Keegan—for myself.
My father continued. “Unfortunately for us, I think the
Frostfires want this match with Linnaea as much as Ansel does.
Ansel gets immunity from Frostfire attack, theoretically, and the
Frostfires get the keys to Ansel’s baile.”
My eyes widened. “You mean...they’d send soldiers here to
look for us?”
He nodded. “I believe so. Us, or anyone they believed to be
disloyal to the Frostfire family. The only reason they haven’t
is because the forest is dense and filled with dangerous creatures. But once they have Linnaea, it wouldn’t be easy for Lord
Ansel to disobey, shall we say, a forceful request. Lord Ansel has
already lied about harbouring me here. And they thought you
were dead. We can no longer trust the lord once this marriage
is sealed.”
I hadn’t considered that. I didn’t trust him anyway, but
to think that he would betray us once Linnaea was in enemy
hands? “But you said the Frostfires wouldn’t attack because the
forest is dangerous.”
“Linnaea knows her way through it.”
They would definitely force Linnaea to lead troops through
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her father’s forest if it meant finding the slippery Tramore advisor, or me, a pretender queen, hero to the Freetor people. “Can’t
they hire someone to do the same...?”
“Sometimes blood is more reliable than silver.” We stopped
in the middle of the stairs. “That was a brave move you pulled.
Foolish, perhaps, but...necessary. There is no guarantee that the
carriage bringing us to the capital won’t be escorted by Frostfire
men or searched at the gates, however.”
“Like I told Lord Ansel. We can handle it.”
“Don’t underestimate the enemy.”
I didn’t want to think that way. I had survived so much
already. My father’s caution took root. “I guess we should prepare for every contingency.”
“Agreed. But not right now. I have a feast to attend.”
We had arrived at my quarters. My stomach growled at the
thought of food; likely Laoise and I would share scraps once
she had finished her duties. “Should we meet tonight, with
everyone?”
My father nodded. “I’ll let them know.”
As my father turned to leave, the sounds of hurried footsteps
revealed Monju and Laoise as they rounded the corner. They
skidded to a stop before us, nearly knocking over my father.
“There is the Lady!” Monju hissed, relieved.
Both were nearly out of breath, which was unusual. They
must have rushed across the entire grounds just to get here.
“What’s wrong?” I demanded.
“Monju intercepted a message—” Laoise began.
“—urgent, from Marlenia City,” Monju cut in. “Private, in
Frostfire handwriting. Messenger was careless, read message,
broke the seal, made it easy to—”
“Kiera, there’s a plague spreading in the castle. People falling
into a frozen death-like sleep,” Laoise finished.
I drew a deep breath. “Just like Keegan.”
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“How do you know this isn’t a deception?” I asked.
“It is the High King Leszek Frostfire’s hand. Or, Emperor
Leszek, the people are calling him now.” Laoise shot Monju a
get on with it look. “Monju knows the man’s hand well. The
slopes and curves, the quality of the paper and the wax seal—it
is certainly real, Monju can swear on his life.”
I nodded, averting my gaze. Monju Farin had a flare for
handwriting and deception. He faked Keegan’s hand to lure me
into believing that he wanted Lady Sylvia Frostfire, and not me,
as his wife. He’d helped Lady Dominique and Lady Sylvia mastermind our whole quest to find the Silver Spear on the hope
that they would help him in turn to save his father’s life. At
Driscoll’s End, when he’d revealed the truth, my trust in him
had shattered. As it turned out, the bard was nobler than the
two noblewomen, and though he helped save my life in the end,
I didn’t know if I could trust him ever again.
My father didn’t seem to have the same dilemma. “You read
the message, but you did not take it?”
“Correct, Lord Advisor. Monju ensured the wax was
resealed.”
He seemed amused by Monju’s Southern vernacular. “Good.
We don’t want Ansel to suspect we’ve been snooping.”
I drew a deep breath. “Wait. You said that the messenger also
read it?”
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“Not uncommon for pages. Someone else’s hands are always
in their pockets,” my father said.
“You’re not concerned?” Laoise asked. Her question mirrored my feelings. I hated how my father could be so calm when
so much was at stake.
“Trouble in the castle can always be used to our advantage.
Although, if this trouble is magical in origin...” He didn’t have
to finish the thought. The four of us knew all too well what happened when magic fell into the wrong hands.
I cleared my throat. “If Lord Ansel received the letter...he
might call off the wedding!” This would be good news for
Linnaea. Bad news for us—we’d have to find another way to
the castle. I couldn’t help but feel relieved. Linnaea needed to be
protected from Leon Frostfire.
“We can speak more on this tonight. For now, I must consult
with Ansel. I will see if he has heard the news and determine
his next move.” My father fixed his blazer and slipped easily
between Laoise and Monju. Without looking over his shoulder, he added, “Don’t expect to lay siege to the mountain
castle just yet.”
Once gone, the three of us exchanged uncertain glances. The
thought of returning to the castle burned like hot coal in my
stomach. I could still smell the flaming banners in the dark corridors, and as I balled my fists, the imaginary grit of the stone
dug deep into my palms as I crawled hand-over-hand through
the thick smoke.
“This means Keegan could be in the castle. Just like we suspected,” I said, shaking off the creeping fog of the past.
“The Lady plans to mount a rescue mission?” Monju asked.
Monju and I had barely said twenty words to each other and
we’d never been alone since I discovered he’d survived his sacrifice and double betrayal. I wasn’t in a hurry to mend that bridge.
“It’s something we’ll have to discuss tonight.” Every fibre of
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my being wanted to rush into the capital, into the heart of our
enemy’s den, and retrieve Keegan. I didn’t know how we’d wake
him yet—and my father had not yet revealed any useful information on that front—which meant he probably didn’t have a
plan, either.
Laoise smiled at me and then at Monju. “I won’t be sorry to
leave Gareth Manor.”
“Is preferable to have a roof over Laoise’s head, though, no?”
Monju asked.
She squared her shoulders as he said her name, drawing
herself up to her full height. “I’ve slept outside before. I...don’t
mean to demean the Gareth’s hospitality. Just that being here,
away from the Undercity, all those who are suffering…”
Monju shot me the briefest of glances, as if afraid to stare at
me for more than an instant, and focussed his full attention on
Laoise. “That is understandable. Being away from the battle,
though, does not mean Lady Laoise has abandoned her people.”
He averted his gaze to the floor, stepping away soundlessly as if
he was trespassing. “Monju should return to his duties.”
“Oh?” Laoise said, one hand on her hip. Her cheeks looked
rosier than before, and she did not correct Monju’s use of Lady.
“I suppose I should too. I have an entire corridor to wash. Since
I didn’t finish earlier.”
He bowed to me, but when he rose, he was still looking at
Laoise. “Until tonight.”
She watched him go, her eyes shiny with a secret delight that
illuminated her whole face.
A strange kind of fear passed over me, as though I’d missed
something important, made more potent by Keegan’s absence.
I’d been locked away, so caught up in my own plans—finding Keegan, escaping Gareth Manor, restoring freedom to my
people, removing the Frostfires from the castle—that I hadn’t
seen what had been blossoming right in front of me.
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I shrivelled in my own skin, remembering that it was barely
three weeks ago that Monju had looked at me in that way.
Opening the door to my room, I gestured for Laoise. She followed, her footsteps light and bouncy, as though the floor were
made of clouds.
“Why were you looking at him like that?”
Laoise made a face as she shut the door. “Like what?”
I fell onto my bed in a huff. “Don’t tell me. You like him?”
“No. I don’t know.” She leaned against the desk with a
revealing, stupid grin on her face. “He is handsome. And
charming.” Her smile faded. “I know what you’re going to
say. What you’re thinking. Having any kind of feelings for
him is...dangerous.”
“He did betray us.”
“He was in too deep.”
“Now you’re defending him?”
“He saved your life. He could have taken that cure and
walked away. He didn’t have to stay.”
It would have been easier if he’d died at Driscoll’s End. The
thought made me even more nauseous. I didn’t want him to die.
I just wanted this wound from his betrayal to fade. Or to have
never happened in the first place.
Then there was the matter of Monju’s kiss in the Roamer
camp. Did Laoise know he’d had feelings for me?
I could hardly blame Laoise for her feelings for the bard
assassin. His voice was silky and rich, his accent, while foreign,
had an innocent charm that belied his deadly skills.
I had to tell her. “Laoise—”
“I won’t let it interfere with anything,” Laoise said, cutting
me off. She hovered near the door, wringing her hands, nervous
with the kind of energy I’ve seen in her before, when we used to
talk about Rordan.
“I’m not...it’s all right. I don’t wish him ill.” I looked up at
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her. The truth was on the surface, ready to be spoken. “I just
want you to be happy.”
“My feelings make you uncomfortable.” She ran a finger
along the desk absently.
“No. Yes.”
Even admitting the possibility of my disapproval seemed to
upset her. The desperate look in her eyes—she needed this. If I told
her about Monju’s kiss, I’d be taking away something precious.
Not just the throes of new love, but the distraction she needed to
get through. The kiss didn’t mean anything to me. What it meant
to Monju, I wasn’t sure. He held great affection for me. I hoped
it wasn’t romantic affection. I couldn’t destroy my best friend’s
hope—not now. I’d confront Monju before she could act on her
feelings and ensure that he didn’t mean to hurt her.
“I know what you’re thinking,” she said finally.
“You do?”
“He’s not Rordan.”
The mere mention of my brother’s name brought the love and
the pain he’d caused me to the forefront, banishing thoughts of
Monju entirely. “I know he’s not.”
“I mean...not like that. Rordan was an Extremist. Monju
is an idealist. A romantic.” Another smile, another pause. “I’ve
thought about this a lot.”
“I can tell.”
“Just try to forgive Monju, all right? Or at least, trust him a
little more. We can’t afford to have any more enemies.”
My mouth twisted. I was still angry. If it weren’t for him,
Keegan wouldn’t be in a cursed sleep—but mostly, I blamed
myself. I had wanted to trust Monju in the first place. I still
wanted to trust him. My heart told me it would take a thousand
years for that to happen, no matter what Monju said or did,
which only made me more frustrated.
“I know,” I said sincerely. “And I’m not mad that he’s not
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Rordan. I want you to know that. That’s important.”
“I still think about him sometimes.”
I sat up. “Me too.”
“I don’t think there’s anything...wrong...about that.”
“There isn’t. He sacrificed a lot to keep me safe. To raise
me, after my parents were gone. He was there—for both of us.
I think being part of the Extremists must have given him some
sense of hope.” My brother had championed a dangerous cause,
one that preached freedom at the expense of the destruction of
innocent lives. It hurt to think about. It hurt more to think that
he would never know that I forgave him.
“If he had lived...we would be sisters by now.”
Laoise took my hand and the corners of her lips lifted in
a small, knowing smile. “We don’t need anyone to make us
sisters.”
My throat was tight. I grinned. “Yeah.”
She squeezed my hand, then released it. “See you tonight.”
***
“You’re late.”
Ignoring my comment, my father shut the door carefully to
the kitchen. He darted around Laoise to inspect the different
areas of the large, stately room. Although not as impressive as
the kitchen in the castle in Marlenia City, Gareth Manor had
the trappings of a good lord’s house: a confectionary, a butchery, the copper, and of course, the vegetable prep counters. Each
area was in a separate room, joined with wide archways for easy
access for kitchen servants, the head cook, and the noblewomen
who worked in the confectionary. It was nearly midnight. Five
hours from now, at least twenty-five men would be preparing
the morning meal, not to mention the women who would be
bring the water for boiling and the wood to light the fires.
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My father searched each room thoroughly before joining us
at the main preparation counter, which was more like a woodchopper’s block the size of a dining table. I leaned against the
head while Bidelia, Laoise’s mother, sat patiently to my right,
hands folded, waiting for my father to stop being paranoid.
I’d be waiting forever for that to happen.
“Checked the area already. No one else is here,” Monju said.
He paced before the only window on my left. The only light
came from the candles we’d lit in front of us, which made our
shadows stretch eerily.
My father stood next to Laoise, close to the entrance. He
looked to Bidelia. “Why here?”
“Why not here? We certainly can’t meet in Kiera’s quarters,
or yours, or mine. I’ve spent the last two weeks sleeping in a
room with twenty other servants in the dampest, lowest part of
the castle.”
“Lucky, then,” Monju said. “Beatag do not go underground.”
I frowned, wondering where Monju had spent the past fortnight resting his head.
“Sorry for my tardiness,” my father said finally. “Had to
ensure I wasn’t followed or spotted. And I was busy verifying
the letter from the capital.”
“It’s true, isn’t it?” Bidelia asked.
He nodded. “The frozen curse of the Silver Spear has spread
within the capital. Only a handful of people have fallen so far,
though the letter does not say who. When Keegan touched the
Spear, how long before he became incapacitated?”
“Only a few seconds. The freeze started at his hands, and
worked its way up his body.” I dug my thumbnail into my palm.
I could have stopped it. If only I had known, if only I had never
gone on that quest...
“But how could these other nobles become frozen? The Spear
has been with us the whole time. Right?” Laoise asked.
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I nodded. “Maybe the Spear...infected Keegan. And the
nobles touched him.”
“Lady Sylvia touched the prince at Driscoll’s End,” Monju
pointed out. “She shrieked from the cold, yet did not fall frozen.
Neither did Lady Dominique, though she kept her distance.”
“Sylvia only touched his clothes,” I recalled, frowning. “And
this frozen plague wouldn’t be carried by air, or else the entire
city would have been affected. It must be skin-to-skin contact.” I blanched at the thought of scholars, soldiers, and Sylvia
examining my husband while he was powerless and immobile.
“Though...I’m not frozen. Maybe the curse only affects the surface-born Marlenians, just like the Silver Spear.”
“We can’t be completely sure that’s the case,” my father said,
“but I would say it’s a reasonable assumption. Curious nobles
who got too close to Keegan, touched his forehead, his hand,
and became frozen themselves.”
“And then what?” Laoise asked. “Do these newly frozen
nobles have the ability to spread the curse as well? Or are they
simply frozen?”
“I don’t know. The letter didn’t say,” my father replied. “It
was a warning, likely sent to potential allies of the Frostfire
family. The castle is under attack. Not by swords, spears, or
flame, but by Freetor magic. For them, this is the MarlenianFreetor war all over again.”
“If we do nothing, all surface-born Marlenians could fall prey.
And the Freetors would have their largest obstacle removed.”
I massaged the worry lines burrowing deeper on my forehead. I could already see the frozen piles of bodies littering
the streets, being carted out of their homes just so the Freetors
could move in and resume some semblance of a normal life.
The images were as real as the splinters driving into my hands,
courtesy of the table I grasped in desperation.
The Extremists, assuming they still existed in some forgotten
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cave, would not hesitate to take further action. I could almost
smell the fires. The burning flesh. My brother...
“Kiera?”
I shook my head, blinking away the memory. I didn’t realize
I was crying. I turned, wiped the tears away, hoping my friends
would pretend they hadn’t seen my weakness.
My father nodded at me. “This could be easily interpreted as
a Freetor attack. An attack led by you.”
If that were the case, I’d never gain the sympathy of the surface people again. “They’re already exterminating any Tramore
and Freetor sympathizers and enslaving the captured Freetors.”
“If this isn’t contained quickly, slavery would be too much
of a risk,” my father said grimly. “They might just kill every
non-surface person they find.”
The thought made me sick.
“If people are falling in the castle and within the city, that
means Keegan is there. Or was, recently. I wonder which nobles
have been affected. If Sylvia or Leon fell to the curse,” I said.
Sylvia’s infatuation with Keegan and ignorance towards the
commoners had been an annoyance in the few months I’d
known her. If she fell to this mysterious, magical curse, I would
shed no tears.
“It’s possible,” my father said. “Though I feel Leszek would
use any calamity, real or not, to inspire sympathy for the invasion. No, I believe his three children are very much intact.”
“I don’t suppose you can return to the castle and try to get
close to them as Advisor Ferguson?” I asked.
An old wound flickered like dying candlelight in my father’s
eyes. “I burned that bridge when I fled the capital.” He glanced
at Bidelia; her face was as his was, both of them trained to say
and feel nothing, if necessary. The two of them knew more about
the noble families than I’d ever know in a lifetime.
Before I could ask, Bidelia cut to the chase. “So, Kiera. I
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suppose you have some ideas about our next move.”
Our next move. The words scared me, though I was more
afraid to show my fear. Or any kind of weakness. I was not just
the Violet Fox anymore. I was a queen now. A leader for my
people. I had to start acting like it.
“We have to rescue Keegan from the Frostfires,” I said firmly.
“The longer Keegan stays in the castle, the more innocent
people risk falling to the curse. But we also have to deal with
the genocide happening on our doorstep. The Frostfires have
persecuted people loyal to the Tramore family as well as any
Freetors and known Freetor sympathizers. The Frostfires have
a large army and the silver to fund it. We need information.
Resources. Allies.”
“Information can be easily acquired,” my father said.
“Allies...not so much.”
“You spent time with the Roamers,” Laoise suggested.
“Would they help us?”
After publicly punishing Keegan for a murder he didn’t
commit, I didn’t exactly hold cordial feelings towards the travelling camp. I did gain the respect of one of their leaders, Pascal
Antony. “It’s possible they’d help us.”
“Roamers never do anything for free,” my father warned.
“They owe me, after what they did to Keegan,” I said.
“Unsure if the Roamers will see it as the Lady does,” Monju
said respectfully. “The Prince did an honourable act, taking a
punishment, though it was not his to bear. If the Lady expects
a favour from this, it dishonours the Prince’s act in their eyes.”
I sighed. “Surely, though, they have no love for the Frostfires?
The Roamer lifestyle isn’t exactly looked upon as acceptable by
most, right?”
My father seemed to share my frustration. “True, though the
noble classes and the moneyed merchants see the Roamers as
Marlenian travellers, and their lifestyle has been romanticized
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by literature and art. Unlike the Freetors, who are filthy and
unnatural. Even though Roamers are made up of surface-born
and cavern-born alike.”
“We still have to reach out to them. The worst they can do is
send no reply. Have we heard anything about the South?”
“They have kept quiet,” my father replied. “It seems they still
wish to remain neutral.”
“Not unusual,” Monju said remorsefully. “It is how Monju’s
culture has survived and thrived.”
“The Frostfires aren’t going to be content until they rule the
entire world. Once they’ve married the North and placated the
West, they will turn their gaze to the South!”
“The Lady is not saying anything Monju does not already
know,” he said defensively. “Just because Monju Farin is of the
South, does not mean he represents his whole province.”
“I know.” It was easy to get mad at him. “Sorry.”
“If they’ve gotten to a point where they are writing warning
letters to the neighbouring bailes, we can assume the Frostfires
are worried, which means they could be expecting an assault,”
my father replied. “They also may have sent Keegan out of the
city entirely or destroyed his body.”
“They wouldn’t dare destroy him. Not while Sylvia is in the
castle,” I said.
“What has that to do with anything?” my father asked,
sceptical.
“Sylvia would never let anyone near Keegan. She rebelled
against her father and rode across the West to find him, convinced I had put him under a spell. I bet if she has him locked
away under strict guard to prevent her father or Dominique
from hurting him.”
I hoped. If anything, Sylvia was predictable. So long as Sylvia
remained at the castle, so would Keegan. “We could always try
destroying the Spear. That may lift the curse.”
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“Absolutely not,” my father said quickly. “The four artefacts
of Dashiell are near-impossible to destroy. The Orb still retains
its magic, even when shattered.”
“Even if that were an option, destroying the Spear would
forfeit our only chance of uniting the Freetors,” Bidelia said.
“No. We can use the Spear’s magic on the Frostfires, trick them
into touching it or Keegan, but we need to present the Spear to
the Freetor people first.”
“We don’t even know if this sleep curse is permanent, or if
he’s slowly dying,” I said. “How can we use magic against our
enemies if we have no idea how to control it?”
“All the more reason to acquire more of the artefacts,” my
father said. “To study them. To give us the edge.”
“We don’t have that kind of time. Or have you not been
listening? A curse is spreading. People are dying. Going off
on another artefact adventure isn’t going to solve our current
problems.”
“And what if I told you that it could?”
My mouth felt dry. “No.”
“What are you talking about?” Laoise asked.
He loved this. Knowing what others didn’t. Explaining only
the necessary bits, holding the rest back. That had been his job
in the castle and even though he’d lost his position, nothing had
really changed. My father paced around the table smugly.
“The orb. The spear. The slab...and the cloth,” he said. “Every
Freetor knows the story of the Silver Spear, but are you familiar
of the tale of the Emerald Cloth?”
Laoise and Bidelia shook their heads.
“Yes,” Monju piped up. “An old one. A favourite of the
South, told in many songs.”
My father smiled. “Kiera, do you know it?”
I knew enough. The man-god imbued power in ordinary
objects to remind the people of his presence, even if his physical
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body had died. “I don’t think it matters, since you’re going to
tell us the story anyway.”
“It’s one of my favourites.” He cleared his throat. “Perhaps the
most tragic of the Dashiell myths was the story of the Emerald
Cloth, for it showed Dashiell’s human side, a side often hidden
by the Church, despite them holding him up as a man-god.
“It began with a woman.”
“You don’t need to be dramatic, Conal,” Bidelia said stiffly.
“But that is the fun of a story,” Monju said. He nodded
enthusiastically at my father. “Please, Advisor, tell the tale in a
grand fashion.”
Laoise was trying not to laugh, and despite being annoyed,
I was, too. I had spent two weeks reading tomes, fantasizing
about escape, and stealing berries. I missed being part of something larger than myself.
“Dashiell was a man of humble origins, who, because of his
charming, resourceful, and kindly demeanour, became a successful merchant,” my father began, smiling.
I realized why he liked this story. It was his own.
“He fell in love with a woman from an old, but small
family—whose name and land has been lost to time. They were
determined to be together, as she was just as bright and kind
as he, but her family did not approve of Dashiell, and forbade
the match. Despite their objections, Dashiell married the young
woman in secret, and together they ran away to his small plot
of land to begin their life together.
“Where this land is has been the subject of great debate,
though Church excavations and study place it on the Western
border with the South. Each province has a different study and
a claim to Dashiell’s lands. I posit”—he held up an authoritative finger—“that the reason it’s so difficult to pin down
the man-god’s location during his time, is because his land
stretched from near the current-day city of Xii to Maairem
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Zar, bordering the East, perhaps reaching as far north on the
map as Sallingaire.”
He cleared his throat, realizing his story had become a lecture. “In any case, word of Dashiell’s prosperity grew. And with
it, tales of his generosity and kindness. Small lords and merchants flocked to him, and Dashiell’s power—and his land—
grew. Nobles and merchants swore fealty to him, and worked
his lands, and Dashiell ruled over them. All who swore fealty
became successful and prosperous, which only made Dashiell’s
popularity swell. All was well. For a time.
“But with Dashiell’s power came many who despised and
envied him, though none so much as the Rival. The Rival had
lands bordering Dashiell’s, and though his lands were identical,
the Rival’s fruits were never so juicy, his grain never as plentiful,
and his flowers never quite as sweet. The Rival was a powerful, charismatic lord himself, and he planned to one day take
Dashiell’s lands by force.
“I should note,” my father said, interrupting himself, “that
stories of the Rival only became popular two centuries ago,
during and after the Marlenian-Freetor war.”
“Anything to justify Freetor persecution,” I muttered.
My father nodded, then continued. “One afternoon, the
Rival came to Dashiell’s lands, as he often did, to see all that he
believed would one day be his. Dashiell found the Rival walking through his busy streets. Believing kindness to be the most
effective weapon against hatred, Dashiell invited the Rival to
dine with him that evening. The Rival refused. He was too envious to eat the fruit and the grain he coveted. Instead, he spat on
Dashiell’s good name and rallied the townsfolk to his side. Why,
the Rival demanded, should Dashiell reap all that was sowed,
when the people did all the labour?
“Dashiell said, in typical Marlenian fashion, that the land
belonged to him, he was a gentle lord, and all who lived on
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his land had plenty and never went hungry. If the Rival forsook his jealousy for the spirit of cooperation and swore fealty
to Dashiell, the Rival would also reap the benefits of a fertile,
well-tended land.
“The Rival found this most distasteful. Tempers became
heated as the Rival planted and grew seeds of hatred within the
townsfolk. A riot broke out and Dashiell, despite his strength,
was overrun by his own people, and beaten terribly. Although
he endured great pain, he did not weep.
“His wife heard the commotion and ran into the streets,”
Conal continued. “She saw her love, and wept. Tears running
down her face, she braved the crowd to rescue him, without
regard for her safety or her finery. The people saw her, and
parted for her, because of her strength of will and gentle nature.
Even those with hate in their hearts saw her tears, her love for
him, and were filled with regret for what they had done.”
“Even the Rival?” Monju asked, enraptured.
“Even the Rival,” Conal replied, nodding sagely. “Dashiell
was badly injured—near death. His wife tore a piece of her silk
dress, spun from the finest of threads the colour of forest emerald, the colour of her house. Or, some would say, the colour
of her eyes. First, she wiped the sweat from her brow, then her
tears, and then, dabbed at his wounds. For because they were
husband and wife, his blood was hers, as was his pain. The scrap
of fabric held no mystic or magical properties. It was simply a
gesture of their love.”
The memory of the vows I exchanged with Keegan at the
God Tears returned as a punch in the gut. I wondered if he felt
pain in this moment, and if he did, would I know? What if our
bond was not as strong as the one shared by Dashiell and his
wife?
I forced the thoughts away. Months ago, my brother Rordan
would have scolded me for such romantic notions, especially
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any involving the Marlenian man-god. The story felt like a firelit cave in the shadow of a cold night.
“The townspeople helped him up,” Conal continued. “But it
was his wife herself that carried him back to their home.”
“Is that how the man-god died?” I asked. “At the hand of the
people he was trying to help?”
“Some Church scholars say yes, others say he recovered and
lived much longer. I can’t say he would have survived, even with
magic or divine intervention, if you consider the pummelling his
body had taken.” He cleared his throat again: he was getting
off-track. “And it was at Dashiell’s deathbed that he was visited
by a force Pure and Good, and inspired by his acts of kindness
and bravery throughout his life, the artefacts were created and
Dashiell ascended to the heavens, becoming the man-god he is
today. And despite magic being demonized centuries ago during
the Marlenian-Freetor war, the Cloth remains the most coveted
of the four artefacts.”
Conal bowed his head, and then glanced up at me, as if
expecting applause. Monju more than indulged him, springing
off the wall and swinging his hands together, delighted.
“A tale for the ages! Love, sacrifice...the greatest love story
ever told. Erm, except for the story of the Lady and her Prince,
of course,” he added, quickly. “His wife, carrying him. A strong
woman, for a strong man. That is a version Monju has never
heard! Truly, a wonderful detail.”
“Isn’t it? I borrowed it from Hova Erasher, one of the first
female scholars on Dashiell, who went on to write many volumes on the role of Dashiell’s wife. None of them truly sanctioned by the Church, though they never spoke against her
either. Anyone writing on the subject of Dashiell nowadays is
welcomed with open arms, given the Church’s decline. I wonder
if those volumes survived the—”
“Hold on,” I said. “That story doesn’t tell us where the
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Emerald Cloth is, or what it can do. And you could have at least
given Dashiell’s wife a name.”
“Kiera’s right. Dashiell’s wife must have had a name. He has
one, why couldn’t she?” Laoise said.
“With respect, the idea of doing so would ruin her mystique!” Monju said, beaming at my father. “The Advisor spun
the tale well.”
“Oh, stop feeding his ego. As if he needs it.” I took a deep
breath. “I assume that there’s a clue within the story that tells
us the location of the Emerald Cloth? Let me guess. It’s in Xii.
You’re going to suggest we up and travel to the Southern capital. The opposite direction of where we should be going—which
is Marlenia City.”
My father was a patient man, as I had learned, but my
directness seemed to test that quality. “That might be the core
of the story, but there is an epilogue. After the creation of the
artefacts, Dashiell called his four most trusted followers to his
deathbed, and entrusted one artefact to each person. They were
known as the Loyal Four, and would be the spark that ignited
the Marlenian religion we are familiar with today. The legend
insists Dashiell had the Loyal Four spread his artefacts across
the flat face of the world, so that no one man could have all the
power to himself. Or herself,” he added with a sly smile. “The
Silver Spear went to the far reaches of the west, the Orb was
ensconced within the Cathedral of Dashiell in Marlenia City,
and the Slab, or the Tablet as it’s sometimes called, is said to be
cracked and buried in the Northern mountains.
“You aren’t wrong, Kiera. Traditionally, the Cloth is associated with the South. Many fakes have appeared over the years,
over all four provinces, catalogued by the Church and tested to
no avail. It is out there, somewhere. And yes, we should retrieve
it, for it is Keegan’s only chance.” He seemed pleased with this
decision. “In fact, now is perhaps the first time in a millennia
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that one group of people has obtained two of the artefacts. Soon
to be three, once we retrieve the Cloth.”
“And why would we do that?” I demanded. “What about it
could help us wake Keegan? Do you think I’m going to re-enact
Dashiell’s wife’s brave act? That by wiping his brow with it, I
will save him?”
“Yes,” my father replied. “Because as the legend goes, the
Emerald Cloth was imbued with a great power. It can cure any
plague, any disease, including grief.”
My gaze narrowed. Grief wasn’t a disease. Without it, how
would I honour my brother? My mother? I still held grief for my
once-gone father, even as he stood before me.
Although the fabled Silver Spear was in my possession, no
non-Freetor could touch it without falling into a deep, deathlike sleep. And the Orb? Smashed to pieces. My father had spent
many nights burning dozens of candles, hunched over the desk
in my closet-sized room, trying to reconstruct the delicate magical artefact with little success.
“No. No more artefacts.” I crossed my arms defiantly.
“It could be the only thing that will save him,” my father
replied. “An artefact did this to him. An artefact will fix this.”
“No. More. Artefacts.” I slammed my hand on the table to
punctuate the point. “They’ve only brought us trouble. It’s not
magic that we can control.”
Laoise, startled at my outburst, stood and attempted to calm
me down. “Are you sure that the Orb can’t help us? Even in
pieces, there’s no legend or story about its healing properties?”
My father shook his head. “No. It was always the Cloth.”
“We don’t know the extent of the Spear’s abilities, either,”
Bidelia added. “Perhaps it could reverse its own magic?”
“The four artefacts have great magical power that few
understand. But after he killed Holy One Peadar Hightower’s
son with the Spear, Alastar the Hero cursed it to prevent it from
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falling into Marlenian hands. That is not a curse I can counteract.”
Conal paced around the table. “We have seen what it can do.
What it is doing. If we do not find the Cloth, this curse will
spread. Is that what you want?”
All I could hear was: it’s your fault, Kiera. We have to clean
up your mess. I’d dropped the Spear. Keegan picked it up to save
me. It cost him dearly.
We had to do something. Yet relying on an artefact to save
me—especially after what the Elders and the apprentices put me
through—seemed foolish. The former leaders of my people had
died for their lust for power.
I was sixteen now. A queen, even if my prince had been
taken from me. A queen, especially the Violet Fox, protected
her people. I couldn’t go off on another quest based on a story
with no clear evidence of where the Cloth might be when my
husband was unintentionally spreading the curse throughout his
former home. Was going on another quest, far from where I was
needed, really the answer?
“Lord Ansel must be desperate if he’s sending Linnaea to
Marlenia City, even knowing about this...plague,” I said.
“Despite my best efforts, Lord Ansel isn’t convinced that the
message is legitimate,” my father replied. “That’s why the caravan leaves not in two weeks, but tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow!” I exclaimed.
“Are we prepared? Is that enough time?” Laoise asked.
“This is a good thing,” I said. “You convinced him to send us
sooner rather than later, didn’t you?”
My father smiled. “He felt it was better to expedite matters
with the Frostfire family now and get us out of his baile more
quickly, despite the spring date for the wedding.”
“We’ll find Keegan. Get him out of enemy hands. Contain
the curse. Then we’ll figure out how to wake him and the others
up,” I said.
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“Think about what I’ve said, Kiera. His life is not the only
one on the line, not if this frozen plague continues to spread.”
“That’s why we need to get him out of the castle. Put him
underground, under our protection, so no one accidentally touches him, or uses him for their sick, political games. As
for stopping the spread, maybe we need another kind of magic
to help solve our sleeping problem. The kind of magic that is
standing right in front of me.”
He appeared surprised. “Me?”
“You can travel great distances in minutes. Wield magic as a
weapon. Surely you can wake a couple of sleeping Marlenians.
Including my husband. Once we have him.”
“I have power, you’re right. But this is ancient, angry magic,
beyond my abilities. I’ve already given you a solution to this
problem.”
“Yes. You want me to go on a quest. Again. To abandon the
city that’s in danger. Again.” I balled my fists. “I’m not making
the same mistake twice.”
“I understand your reluctance,” my father said solemnly. “I
simply believe it’s safer to find the cure, rather than rush into the
heart of the disease.”
The weight of all that had happened these past two months
rested on my chest. I couldn’t give in: I’d tried finding the Spear,
and it had brought only sorrow. My father was like the stone
wall surrounding Marlenia City. Impossibly tall, but not insurmountable. I just had to dig beneath the soft soil.
“I can’t place faith in a story that’s nearly a thousand years
old that can be modified, picked apart, and retold by anyone
with a quill and an audience. I’ve seen you wield magic. If you
could...teach me...if we could gather the remaining Freetors
who are adept, and if we all put our minds to it, maybe together we could find a way to reverse Alastar’s curse. We are his
descendants. If there is anyone that can stop the curse, it’s us.”
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Amused, my father smiled. “You told me yesterday you
wanted nothing to do with magic.”
“If it’s the only way to wake everyone—”
“I already told you the way. And it’s not with my magic. The
Elders are dead. The most powerful apprentices could barely
think for themselves.” He blew a sad sigh. “I want to believe
that there’s someone with a deeper mastery of Freetor magic
than me. If that person exists, by all means, I would suggest
that we ask for their help. But I don’t think they do. I’m sorry,
Kiera.” He held out his hands, covered with the fading calluses
of his younger days. “This is what we have to work with. I’ve
presented my case. Whether we go after the Emerald Cloth, or
contain Keegan’s infection before more sleepers pile up in the
capital, you can decide. You are the High Queen. I trust you
will choose with the people’s interests in mind.” He nodded at
Bidelia. “Ensure you’re well rested. The journey out of the forest
is likely to be perilous.”
Without a goodbye, he left, cloak fluttering and nearly catching in the door behind him.
He always did this. His help never came when I wanted it,
how I wanted it.
But always when I needed it, a small voice reminded me.
I served the people. He was right about that. Whether they
were born on the surface or underground, they were all my
people, and I had to act in their best interests.
“We can’t keep relying on artefacts to save us,” I said again.
Laoise moved towards me. “I’m not eager to trek across the
world, but...if the man with the most magical knowledge in the
land believes it’s the only way to wake Keegan and the others...”
She smiled sadly. She didn’t have to finish.
“Spent the last year of peta’s life searching for a cure to the
incurable,” Monju said quietly. “If the Lady wishes the advice of
a humble bard?”
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“I do,” I replied earnestly.
“Time is precious. Fighting with the Lady’s peta is a waste.
Finding the Prince, keeping him and the other cursed safe...do
this. This bard risked much for the promise of a cure that never
came.”
His words weighed heavily on me. He had the most to lose
if the curse spread, as he was the only one of us born on the
surface.
“We’ll contain Keegan and any other sleepers we can find,
quietly and quickly,” I decided. “Maybe we’ll learn something
about the curse, try and figure out a way to stop it, or at least,
put a stop to the idea that the Freetors are actively causing
it, until another, non-artefact related solution presents itself.
We’ll take the Spear and the Orb and keep them hidden in the
Undercity, where they can’t cause trouble.”
“It is a solid start,” Bidelia said, rising to her feet. “I have
no advice for you, Kiera. I know you. You will do what your
heart tells you, even if you don’t understand it.” She touched her
collar. It hid the awful scars Sylvia had bestowed upon her. “As
long as the Frostfires and the Castillos pay for what they have
done. A frozen sleep is too good for them.”
“I haven’t forgotten,” I said to my friends. “We’ll put up a
good fight. Together.”
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Run.
That’s what instinct told me.
But to save the secrets of my people
and to protect my brother
I have to become the enemy.

There are two kinds of people in the land of Marlenia. The Marlenians,
who live on the surface, and the Freetors, who are forced to live underground.
The war between them ended two hundred years ago, but the Freetors still
fight for the right to live under the sun. Fifteen-year-old Kiera Driscoll embodies the Freetors’ hopes as the Violet Fox. In a violet cape and mask, she sneaks
around Marlenia City stealing food and freeing her people from slavery.
Then the Elders task her with a secret mission: retrieve a stolen tome that
contains the secrets of Freetor magic, something the Marlenians both fear
and covet. Kiera must disguise herself as a noblewoman and infiltrate the
Marlenian castle before the Freetor-hating Advisor finds out her real identity,
before her brother is imprisoned because of the secrets he hides, and before
she falls any more in love with the prince she’s supposed to hate.
More is happening in the castle than she realizes, and Kiera is faced with a
difficult choice. Will she be loyal to her people and their fight for freedom, or
will she be loyal to her heart?

