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PROLOGUE

Sky omen. The words pulsed through the palace courtyard, and 
the morning bustle died away as men and women stared upward. 

The spy’s gaze followed, finding an almost perfectly round halo of 
colored light shimmering in the sky. He had never seen anything 
like it before.

An uneasy hush settled over the crowd. What could this mean, 
this day of all days?

“It is a sign of good fortune,” an elderly Brethren monk called 
out. “Taus bestows his blessing on the joint rule of King Alexor and 
Queen Nyla.”

There were murmurs of agreement as people slowly returned to 
their work. Yes, it is a portent of good, their nods and smiles conveyed, 
even as they glanced nervously at the sky.

The spy stared a moment longer at that halo of light. He was 
not a particularly superstitious man, but it struck him as strange 
that the last sky omen had appeared on the day the royal twins were 
born. That day, eighteen years ago, a double rainbow with a single 
base had arced across the sky above Tirragyl. It had heralded chaos 
and conflict, for the birth of the royal half-souls had almost torn the 
House of Taus apart. Now here was another sky sign on the day of 
their crowning.

With his attention on the strange sight, the spy did not notice the 
kitchen boy until he brushed up against him.
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“A letter for you, Raven,” his messenger whispered, deftly slipping 
something into the pocket of the spy’s robe before turning and melt-
ing back into the crowd.

As his fingers felt the weight and smoothness of the envelope, the 
spy smiled, the omen all but forgotten. It had been quiet these last 
few months and an assignment from a wealthy Highborn was just 
what he needed. Curious, he slipped the envelope out of his pocket 
and looked down at the seal. But at the sight of the serpentine ‘L’ 
pressed into the red wax, the spy’s smile faded.

• • •

The Warrior’s High Commander stared at the strange ring of colored 
light in the sky and felt a familiar sense of unease.

The same feeling had come over him in his War Chamber a few 
days earlier. He had been talking to his commanders when a sudden 
wave of disquiet lapped through his thoughts, there one moment, 
gone the next. The brooding emotion had also gripped him several 
times at night as he startled awake, hearing a bell ring its clarion call 
through his dreams. Even yesterday, as he read an ancient manu-
script and his gaze fell upon a passage of destruction and war, a tingle 
of apprehension had coursed through him. And now this omen of 
doom.

Mikel dropped his gaze from the sky to the steel glint of the river 
far below and let his eyes follow the Feyn’s course through the valleys 
and hills. Could an enemy be following that winding river even now, 
right to the Guardian Grotto’s entrance? Surely the Guardian rock 
would have warned him, imparting a sense of clarity and knowing, 
as it had before.

But this sense of foreboding was as useless to him as a warped 
arrow. It did not tell him if someone approached. Nor if they were 
friend or foe.

• • •

The young Charab steadied his breath, drew back the bowstring, 
and released the arrow, watching it thud into the center of the target. 
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Smoothly, he drew another arrow from his quiver and turned his 
body fractionally for a better aim at the next target.

Then he stopped and lowered his bow.
Behind him, his village was silent as a grave. Strangest of all, no 

sounds carried from the boys’ training turf. No clunk of wooden 
swords. No elders’ berating voices.

The Charab swung the bow across his shoulder and bounded 
across the boulders to a point above the sandy turf. As he looked 
across to the training field, he saw that the constant dance of thrust 
and parry had ceased and that the elders and boys stood motionless, 
staring upward.

He followed their gaze and took in a sharp breath of wonder at 
the rainbow circle, beautiful and other-worldly, in the sky. The elders 
claimed such sky omens warned of approaching battles or deaths of 
kings or even power shifts in other realms. The young Charab had 
never paid much heed to their foretellings. The pain of the people he 
was destined to lead would not lessen with such events. Approaching 
battles did not frighten them. On the death of one king, an equally 
brutal one was sure to rise to power. And he suspected that the 
Charab people had long been forgotten in other realms.

Even if they were still remembered, he doubted that a shift there 
could undo what held the Charab captive here.

The ancient curse that bound his people to Taus could never be 
broken.
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CHAPTER 1

The crown grew heavy. Nyla cast a quick look at her brother 
standing next to her on the palace balcony. Their crowns were 

identical—a latticed gold circlet encrusted with rare snow and fire 
gems. As always, Alexor sensed her gaze and winked at her before 
turning his attention back to the procession.

Nyla did the same, although her attention soon wandered from 
the jugglers and dancers below her to the streets thronged with 
people. Her subjects. The thought filled her with a surge of trepida-
tion. Would she make a good queen? The needs were so great—pov-
erty, injustice, the encroaching Rif ’twine. What if they failed?

The music stopped and the procession ended. Lord Briskyl 
stepped forward, between her and Alexor, and lifted their arms in 
the air. His voice boomed across the crowd.

“People of Tirragyl, I present to you King Alexor and Queen 
Nyla of the house of Taus, joint heirs to their father Altaus’s throne. 
May they be graced with wisdom and goodness, as their father was 
before them, and may their reign be prosperous and peaceful.”

The crowd’s approval was a deafening roar in Nyla’s ears, stop-
ping only when Alexor raised his left hand to silence them. Nyla 
had agreed that Alexor should do the required Sovereign Speech; she 
didn’t think her voice would carry over the crowd. He did it with 
his usual ease and charm and, when he finished, the crowd’s roar 
seemed even louder than before.
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When all the cheering and waving ended, Nyla slipped between 
the guards and royal counselors, across the marble courtyard of the 
palace, and into her serene wing. Her light and spacious rooms encir-
cled courtyards where water trickled and plants flourished. They had 
always been her sanctuary. Several of her attendants fluttered to her 
side and removed the crown, the heavy coronation cloak, the gold 
bracelets and earrings, and the Octora spider-silk slippers.

She chased the ladies away and sank gratefully onto the soft 
feather bed, her head pounding from the heat and noise of the long 
coronation service.

“My queen?” Lohlyn’s voice woke her from her light slumber. “I 
am sorry. Did I wake you?”

“Not to worry, Loh. And none of this ‘my queen’ prattle. I’m still 
Nyla to you.” She grabbed her lady-in-waiting’s hand and squeezed 
it. “Did you see any of it, or were you stuck in the palace all the 
time?”

“I only saw you on the balcony.” Lohlyn smiled. “You know all 
the rules about who is allowed in formal chambers, don’t you?”

Nyla sat up and rubbed her aching neck. “Something I’ll have to 
change soon.”

“Water?” Lohlyn held out a silver goblet. “I thought you’d need 
it after standing in the sun all that time.”

Nyla took it gratefully. Somehow, Lohlyn knew every one of her 
needs, just as Alexor knew every one of her thoughts.

“I wish you’d been there, Loh. You should have seen Duke 
Frankyl’s expression when that crown was placed on my head. You’d 
think Tirragyl had just been thrown into the abyss for having a 
woman on the throne.”

Lohlyn smiled, but there was a hint of worry in her dark eyes. 
The Duke was not the only one who thought Nyla should not be 
joint-ruler with her brother. In fact, probably most of the noblemen 
felt that way. It had been a point of contention from the time the 
twins were born.

“Shall I help you dress for the Lords of the Realm Banquet, 
Nyla?”
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“Festering breath! I’d all but forgotten about that pompous affair. 
How long do I have?”

“The first lords have entered the banquet hall, but there is plenty 
of mead to entertain them. And it is, after all, the sovereign’s right to 
arrive when she sees fit.”

“Just help me into the gown quickly.” Nyla tugged at the loops 
that fastened the silk dress, and Lohlyn quickly came to her side, her 
deft fingers loosening the fasteners.

“I still want to go see Mada, but that will have to wait,” Nyla said 
as she stepped into the deep purple gown that had been made for the 
banquet. The dark fabric contrasted sharply with Nyla’s pale skin 
and almost white hair, and the wide skirt drowned her small figure. 
The only reason she was wearing it was because Alexor’s cloak was 
made from the same cloth, and he thought they should match.

She pulled a face as she saw herself in the looking glass. “It’s vile, 
isn’t it?”

“Nonsense. It’s a beautiful dress.”
“Maybe, but it looks dreadful on me. Now on you it would look 

exquisite.” She studied her friend’s warm skin tone, chestnut hair, 
and hazel eyes. What a pity, she thought, that Lohlyn’s beauty was 
not appreciated in Tirragyl, where only the fair and pale were con-
sidered attractive.

“I’m far too large for it,” Lohlyn laughed. “Anyway, I’d be too 
terrified to drink a goblet of anything, knowing I could spill a drop 
on fabric so valuable.”

“Now there’s an idea.” Nyla’s serious eyes sparkled with momen-
tary mischief. “Maybe if I spill a goblet of mead on it, I can come 
and change into something I actually like.”

Lohlyn rearranged Nyla’s long hair into a series of plaits, winding 
them together into one long strand, before accompanying her to the 
banquet hall. As the two doormen saw their queen approach, they 
dropped to their knees with their foreheads to the ground.

“Oh my, Loh,” Nyla said under her breath. “I’m not sure I’ll enjoy 
having people so close to my feet all day.”

“We’ll have to wash them every time you set foot out the door.”
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“And I’ll have to make sure I put my best foot forward.”
The two friends laughed. Lohlyn pointed to the men on the floor 

and mouthed something that looked like “up.”
“Oh!” Nyla composed herself and said in her most regal voice, 

“Thank you, guards. You may rise and open the door.”
“Try not to die of boredom,” Lohlyn whispered as the grand 

doors swung open.

• • •

With the noise of the banquet far behind her, Lohlyn wound her 
way through the dark passages that lay at the heart of the palace. 
The Palace Administrator and his staff had their sleeping quarters 
here, but most of the other rooms leading off the passages were filled 
with old documents, parchments, and objects from forgotten reigns. 
It seemed almost appropriate that the previous king had tucked his 
mother into one of these rooms.

Mada, as Nyla called her grandmother, was indeed old and for-
gotten, and King Altaus had hoped that hiding her away in a deep 
part of the palace would silence her outspoken criticism of his all-
too-brief reign. It hadn’t worked. Mada had used everything in her 
power to undermine her son’s reign, which had reminded her far 
too much of her husband’s. Altaus had had the same cruel streak as 
his father and, had a hunting accident not claimed his life, his reign 
might have become as infamous as King Tausorlin’s.

She knocked on the wooden door and heard whispering inside. 
Hesta, Mada’s nurse and companion, opened the door cautiously and 
peered out, her relief evident as she saw Lohlyn.

“Lohlyn, it’s you. Come in.”
Lohlyn stepped into the dimly lit room. The stale air accosted 

her with its sharp, sour smell of illness and old age. Mada lay under 
a pile of fleeces and tsebee skins, only her face visible. In the week 
since Lohlyn had last seen her, Mada seemed to have shrunk even 
more, her cheeks sinking in, her mouth pinched in pain. Yet her light 
blue eyes were filled with the usual sharp intelligence and her voice 
had lost none of its authority when she said, “Leave us alone, Hesta.”
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The nurse cast a grateful glance to Lohlyn and closed the door 
behind her.

“How is my granddaughter, Lohlyn? And why aren’t you by her 
side?” Her words may have been slower, but they were as direct as 
always.

“She is at the Lords of the Realm Banquet, my lady, and King 
Alexor saw fit to leave me off the guest list.”

“Pretentious affair. You are not missing much.” A cough wracked 
Mada’s body, but once it subsided and her breathing steadied, she 
continued, softer than before. “It worries me that Nyla is alone.”

“Klyden is there as part of the Royal Guard.”
The old woman nodded, apparently satisfied. “Have there been 

any more threats to her life?”
“Not since last year.”
“This is a dangerous time.” Mada’s voice dropped. “These transi-

tions always are. You need to be on your guard at all times.”
“Of course, my lady.”
Mada smiled. “Looking at your beautiful face, it is easy to forget 

just what you are. And you were, of course, trained by the best.”
“The very best.” Lohlyn swallowed away the lump in her throat.
“Remind me. How long have you been here?”
“Seven years, my lady. Nyla was eleven when I arrived.”
“I remember.” Mada’s brow furrowed. “My husband was still 

king at the time. You were little more than a child yourself.”
“I was eighteen.”
“Seven years,” Mada said wistfully. “You’ve done well to keep the 

secret.”
“Thank you. Still, now that she is queen, wouldn’t it be a good 

time to tell her the truth?”
“The truth?” The old woman’s voice quivered. “What truth 

would that be, Lohlyn? The truth that, when she was born, every 
one of my husband’s counselors recommended she be put to death? 
The truth that her own mother and father wanted to drown her so 
that her half-soul would be free to return where everyone thought it 
belonged—her brother? The truth that many still think her death 
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would benefit Tirragyl, for finally Alexor would be a whole person? 
Is that the truth you wish her to know, Lohlyn?”

“No, my lady.” Lohlyn dropped her head. “I mean the truth 
about me.”

“That would require explaining everything else.” Mada paused 
for a long time, catching her breath after her emotional outburst. “I 
forbid you to tell her.”

“But if she ever—”
“I forbid it.” Mada’s voice was as hard as steel. “There are secrets 

that should never be told, for they can steal a soul as quickly as the 
waters of the Adriel River.”

“Yes, my lady.”
“Do I have your word, Lohlyn?”
“Yes, my lady.” Lohlyn pushed down the surge of sorrow. “By the 

Creed, I will not tell her about me. Or her past.”

• • •

Nyla sat at the head of the banquet table and let her eyes wander 
down its length, pausing to take in each face along the way. Before 
her sat the twenty-four lords of Tirragyl, each of whom came to 
swear fealty to her and Alexor. Their expressions were grim, their 
tones hushed as they drank from their goblets and picked at the 
rich fare on the table. They were all much older than she was, and 
she sensed their wariness at what they were required to do. Bowing 
their knees to rulers so young—and one of them a woman—did not 
appeal to these powerful men.

She frowned, leaning over to Alexor. “They don’t seem very glad 
to be here, do they?”

Her brother snorted. “Must be uncomfortable as chewing on 
 gristle for these old carcasses to give us fledglings their loyalty.”

“Perhaps with time we’ll win their trust,” she said.
“What does it matter?” His dazzling smile loosened a little of her 

anxiety. “We hold all the power. They don’t have to like us. They 
only have to be loyal to us. And if they’re not . . .” He made a cutting 
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motion across his throat. When she didn’t smile, he grabbed her 
hand. “Nyla, loosen up. I mock.”

“Being someone’s liege-sovereign is no light matter. At times we 
will hold their very lives in our hands.”

“That crown is already too heavy on your head.” He flicked her 
crown forward and laughed as she swiped away his hand. “I think 
you need some mead to help you see the lighter side of this.”

“I don’t want—”
But Alexor had already told the steward to fill her goblet, and 

when his own was brimming, he clinked it against hers. “To a long 
and prosperous reign, Nyla.” His blue eyes sparkled with boyish 
excitement and she couldn’t help but smile as she took a sip of the 
sweet rich mead. Other than his youth, Alexor looked like a king. 
He was tall and strong with a thick golden mane of hair. Surely their 
subjects, and even these lords, would grow to admire him as much 
as she did. Nyla might not look like a queen should, but if Alexor 
could win hearts, their joint rule would succeed and bring change 
to Tirragyl.

 “Your Majesties.” Lord Briskyl stood behind them. “Shall we 
start the proceedings?”

“Yes.” Alexor rose to his feet and held out his arm for Nyla. 
Together they swept into the adjacent throne room, followed by their 
subject lords. The throne from which her grandfather had ruled so 
long, and her father but a few brief years, had been replicated. The 
old throne, dark with age, and the new, in a much lighter wood, now 
stood side by side on a platform. The king and queen climbed the 
three steps and turned to face their lords before lowering themselves 
onto Tirragyl’s double thrones, Alexor on the original, Nyla on the 
copy.

At a signal from Alexor, Lord Briskyl’s loud voice boomed across 
the room, calling the first lord.

“Lord Lucian of Gwyndorr, of the Northern Cantref. Step for-
ward to pledge yourself to your sovereigns.”

A tall, powerfully built man rose to his feet. He wore a dark 
blue robe of spun silk that made their own look almost drab, and 
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it flowed around him like liquid as he strode forward. Even though 
she sat on a raised throne, Nyla felt strangely insignificant as the 
lord’s eyes swept over her. He bowed low and, as he straightened, his 
golden brown eyes came to rest on Alexor.

“I, Lucian, pledge myself and all my possessions to the service of 
the crown,” he said in a deep, resonant voice. “I will willingly die at 
the command of King Alexor and Queen Nyla. If I fail them in any 
way, my treachery will be punishable by death.”

“Rise, Lord Lucian. We accept your allegiance,” Alexor said. 
As the lord turned away and the next lord was called forward, her 
brother winked at her and whispered, “See how very easy this task 
of ruling is, Nyla?”


