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Prologue
Traitor. I could still hear them shouting. Even in the cold, damp dark of my cell, with the half-mad wailings of my neighbors echoing off the stone, I could still hear them. Tugging the edges of my wool cloak tighter about me, I buried my head in my arms and sought to stifle the memory of the rocks and rot they’d hurled at me along with that awful word.
Traitor.
I could have been sitting on a chaise sipping watered wine and gazing out at the sea. I could have been wandering the world with nothing but the words of Adulil to guide me, or far away in Laezon poring over breeding charts and cataloguing the last of the new foals for the season. I could have been a thousand other places – better places – and still had a name and a place and a future.
But instead, I was there in the cold, damp dark with that word rattling around my skull.
Traitor.
My chest tightened with the urge to weep, to succumb to the utter despair of my situation, but I heaved a deep, shaking breath and shoved it away. Tears could not help me. Fear is a paralytic, and I could not afford to falter now. Only courage could see me through this end.
I’d kept my wits about me, on the dais in the temple square. Solomon had wiped those wooden planks with my plans and my reputation, but I’d been smart enough not to reveal anything more than was necessary. The High Priest knew my parents were rallying allies, but as far as I could tell, he’d no idea we’d learned of Persica’s alliance with Hydrax or the army we’d spotted amassing at Alesia’s western border. He knew about the ships we’d stolen – ah, gods, Adrian – which were sure to be recalled if they hadn’t been already.
But there was one key bit of knowledge I’d kept carefully hidden, even from our closest allies. One final piece on the board. A last desperate ploy to see the tide shift back in our favor, to give our allies one final chance to stabilize all that Persica had worked to destroy.
The assassin.
I had to hold my tongue.



Act One
SHATTER
There is no light without shadow, no joy without sacrifice. In this life, we must know them all. When you face that deepest darkness, dear ones, remember that you do not face it alone. I am with you. Our Mother is with you. And in these fires, you will find your strength.



Chapter 1
Elivya.” A warm summer breeze blew in through the window, drawing my gaze and pricking that incessant yearning to escape the interminable prison of my mother’s lessons. James was somewhere outside, probably sprawled out in the sunshine or playing with the new litter of kittens in the barn. I fidgeted in my stupid, itchy dress and twisted my face in utter misery.
“Elivya.”
My eyes shifted back to the table before me, my mother’s rigid figure staring me down with marked displeasure. Muttering a sullen apology, I focused once again on the well-worn tome laying open on the desk, its spine cracking and pages well-thumbed.
“The House of Oristei,” she repeated in prompt, each word short and pointed.
Drawing a breath, I tried not to glance at the book in front of me. “Lord Reyus and Lady Amelie. Music and the arts. Ostris contains the nation’s largest supply of sapphires-”
“Emeralds.”
“Emeralds,” I revised, biting the inside of my cheek as I struggled to dredge up the rest of the information she’d been drilling into my head for the last week. “Crest is a silver lyre on a saltire field of lavender and violet. Lesser Houses are Ulitri, Evitra, Ardontus, and….” She raised her brows at me as I dug for the fourth. Or were there only three? No, four. Definitely four. The pressure in my chest continued to build as I searched the hollows of my memory in vain.
“Istaris,” she supplied after a long wait. I huffed an aggravated sigh and slumped in my seat across from her. “I know you can remember these.”
“I’m trying,” I whined with all the unbridled impatience of my ten years. Why couldn’t Amita call her away to some important matter or another?
“Then why do we have to keep reviewing this?”
My head lolled back in a poetic display of youthful drama. “It’s so boring! Why can’t we learn about Kortas or Rume?” I leaned forward onto the table, fixing my hopeful gaze on her. “Shera says that in Dacia, they teach girls to shoot from the saddle when they’re eight.”
Despite the narrow-eyed look she gave me, the corner of her lips betrayed a hint of a smile. “You can tell Shera it’s the boys who learn such things, not the girls. And you will learn about your own country before we begin on another.”
I slouched in defeat once more. “Alesia is boring.”
Her smile faded and her tone took on a firm edge of warning. “Boring is safe.”
“Boring is boring.”
“Boring or otherwise, you will learn it.”
“Can’t we at least read about something interesting? What about the War of Crowns?” My mother’s face shuttered as I pressed on in exasperation. “Houses and flags and bloodlines are in every book from here to Cambria! I want to learn about Brandon the Bastard. I want to know how he lost the field at Istra.”
“Your father has told you that story a hundred times.”
“All he talks about is the King,” I drawled with a roll of my eyes. “Amenon in his golden armor. Amenon atop his snow-white charger. Amenon riding out to meet his brother in the midst of the battle.”
In truth, I loved that story, but after a few dozen retellings, I began to notice how much he was leaving out.
“Father was there, too,” I said. “And the Black Company. How could Brandon outnumber the King’s forces four-to-one and still lose?”
“Numbers aren’t everything. Sometimes a single soldier can turn the tide of war.”
The unsatisfied twist of my face told her just how little stock I put in that particular claim. I thought she might turn me back to our lessons yet again, as she’d done all the other times my focus had strayed, but she didn’t. Instead, she loosed a quiet sigh and shut the small book on the table before her.
“Brandon lost the war because he cared more for the crown than those laboring beneath it,” she said. “He may have been of Adulil’s blood, but his hunger for power far outweighed any consideration he might’ve had for the people he meant to rule. He would have burned Alesia to the ground just to be king of the ashes.”
I held myself still and silent, afraid of even breathing too loud. She so rarely spoke of the war. In her face, her posture, the haunted look in her eyes, lay a well of dark memory from long before I was ever born.
“Amenon had his faults,” she added softly, “but he cared more for his people than any throne. That is why we followed him. That
is why he prevailed at Istra, and why he won the war.”
I glanced down at the ancient tome before me, an elegant illustration of the Oristei bloodline painstakingly detailed upon the page.
“That is what it means, to be one of the Seven, Elivya.” The intent in her voice drew my eyes back up to hers, blazing emeralds piercing me to my core. “To put all else aside for the good of those we rule. To be willing to do anything, sacrifice anything, to keep them safe. It is not enough, to carry the blood of this House in your veins. You must be more. You must be unbreakable.”
Wait.
That wasn’t right. That wasn’t what she’d said to me, that day in the study. The edges of my vision shuddered violently as I became aware of the dream, my mind rebelling against the wrongness of it. My lips parted and moved, but no sound emerged. I knit my brows and tried again, but still no words came forth. My mother placed her palms flat on the table and stood, and when she spoke, a hundred voices spoke with her.
“See it through.”



Chapter 2
Pain. My constant, boundless companion. It yanked me back into the waking world, the metal cuffs around my wrists clinking from the sudden jerk of my limbs. Searing and insistent, it flooded every inch of my body before I’d even fully realized I was awake. 
The blurred smear that was my vision gradually cleared to a hazy focus, revealing familiar surroundings. Frigid, stale air and damp stone. Two armored guards remained still as statues, barely distinguishable from the twisting shadows cast from a handful of iron braziers, their flickering flames dancing over racks of rusted interrogation implements. Nearby, a meticulous row of tools gleamed in sharp contrast atop their table, cleaned and polished to a spotless shine.
A pair of pristine shears. A whip made of braided silver. A brass rod inscribed with Origin scripture. Vice grips. A tapered hammer.
There were more, of course. Eleven, in all. The sight of them made my feeble pulse race.
“Ah. Good. You’re awake.”
Fear striped through me like lightning at the sound of that soft voice. My eyes darted through the dark, searching. He stood before a silver basin, drying his hands, his bright red robes garish and out of place in the colorless dark of the dungeon. Hair cropped close to his scalp, he was an unassuming-looking man, small and subdued. I never learned his name.
I am a servant of Al’Rahim, and I am here to save you.
I’d laughed aloud the first time I saw him.
I wasn’t laughing, now.
Setting aside the towel, he wandered past the table, pausing to gently nudge one skewed tool back into alignment before continuing across the stones toward me. His silk slippers barely made a sound.
“How do you feel?” he asked with a gentle smile.
My stiff shoulders ached from hanging, the skin around my wrists and ankles chafed raw beneath my bonds. The shredded remnants of my tunic hung from my shoulders, leaving my scourged back exposed to the coarse wood of the whipping cross. For a mercy, I could no longer feel the ruins of my left hand, my mind having long since cut ties with it in an attempt to cling to sanity.
The last time he’d asked me that question, I’d managed to snarl a halfway-convincing ‘fuck you’. Now, I just sagged in my bonds, head lolling and bloody spittle drooling from my split and swollen lips. A soft hand touched my cheek.
“You need not suffer any longer, child. Pray with me for Al’Rahim’s mercy, and all of this could end.”
I lifted my head to meet his pleading gaze, the very portrait of his conviction hovering before me.
“Tell me who your allies are, and be free of this pain.”
My lungs heaved, each rattling inhale sending a riot of sharp pains through my chest. Sticky blood trickled down my back. The seeping heat of countless bruises bloomed across my skin. And as I stared back into those pious, dark eyes, it was the compassion, not the cruelty, that threatened to undo me.
Briad. Ulitri. Guillar. Oristei.
The names hovered in my mind, the key to my salvation. All I had to do was say the words.
Estentis. Therus. Fumandrel. Vekar.
Each House thundered in my head, screamed in silent desperation more loudly than any of my agonized cries.
Chamberlain.
Aubrey’s face emerged through the fog of my mind, sparkling amber eyes over a roguish smile.
“No.” I wheezed.
The priest hung his head with a sigh. His hand fell from my face and I heard him cross to the table, polished metal clinking.
I knew what came next.
Mother, have mercy on me. Adulil, give me strength.
My breath quickened to shallow, panicked gasps. I squeezed my eyes shut and saw my father’s stern visage, heard my mother’s voice telling me to be brave. I felt Shera’s bracing hand on my shoulder, the sharp press of her shoving my sword belt against my chest.
You are the heir of Lazerin, and they cannot break you.
They tried their best.



Chapter 3
TOMMY
I knew they’d come. Was only a matter of time before they found us. Most of my hideouts were either burned or scrapped, but I never told any of my lads about this one. This one was ours. Ana’s and mine. Long time ago.
I heard the raised voices first, my two boys on lookout callin’ out a challenge. Then a few thuds and a crash as the outside door splintered open. I scrambled out of my cot with one knife already in hand, keepin’ a sharp eye on the door as I snatched the other from my belt nearby.
A few more shouts sounded from the main room. Few more thuds. Whoever they’d sent knew what they were about. A scuffle broke out right outside my door, the light underneath shifting with shadows. Then the wall shook, sendin’ a shower of dust down on me.
A groan and a thump as my last boy hit the floor.
I gripped my knives and rolled my shoulders. No gallows for me. I’d make ‘em gut me here, on my own turf, my own terms, before I’d swing.
The knob turned. I smiled and thought of Ana.
See ye soon, lass.



Chapter 4
ELIVYA
Has she confessed?” The question slithered through the dark, tugging me up from the abyss. I’d spent hours drifting back and forth across that threshold, never quite making it to one side or the other. I didn’t want to come back, but something about that voice pulled at me.
“Our work continues, Your Holiness.”
I dragged my eyes open, wading through the pain and forcing myself to some level of consciousness. Still strapped to the whipping cross, I dangled from my shackles like a slaughtered pig at a butcher’s shop.
“Is she lucid?”
I knew that voice. The recognition sent a spike of alertness lancing through me. Somewhere deep within, locked away in the iron vault where I’d buried as much of me as I could fit, a feeble spark of rage stirred.
“It comes and goes, my lord.”
“Can you rouse her?” Solomon pressed, an edge of impatience in his haughty tone.
“You’ve picked an inopportune moment, I’m afraid. We’ve only just finished the Prayer of Ishum.”
The seared-flesh stink of those benedictions still hung in the air.
He took a few steps toward me, the muddled blur of his white robes edging into my field of view. A flutter of red followed at a polite distance.
“Ah, my lord, I wouldn’t-”
Fire splintered through my left hand, Solomon twisting one mutilated finger. A shriek tore from my throat, quickly stifled when he released me. I gulped down thin, excruciating breaths, lacking the strength to even lift my head to glare at him. The High Priest obligingly lowered his own, peering beneath the ragged edges of my sweat-and-blood-drenched hair.
“Not so brave now, are we?” he murmured. “Give me the names.”
Words reeled through my thoughts on an endless circuit, just as they had been for hours – days – narrowing my consciousness to a single thread until nothing else existed. Not the pain. Not the fear. Only the handful of empty syllables that had long since lost all meaning. The same ones that now rasped through my lips in a cracked whisper.
“I am the heir of Lazerin…”
Solomon stepped away. “Let her hang for the night. Perhaps a bit of solitude will help her see Al’Rahim’s Truth.”
Silk swished against stone. A flurry of footsteps faded to silence. The dark closed in around me.
I stared through the floor for some immeasurable span of time, long after they had gone, a tiny piece of me slowly resurfacing from the hollow refuge within. I shook, slowly at first and with increasing violence until I devolved into shuddering sobs. I wept as I had never wept before, a screeching, moaning lament of utter despair.
“Please,” I begged the formless dark. “Please just let me die…”
But there was no answer. I was alone.



Chapter 5
Panic jolted me alert at the sound of soft footsteps padding down the distant hallway toward me. Slow. Calculated. As though the Red Priest knew I would hear, and in hearing, shatter. It wouldn’t take much, now. I had nothing left in me with which to resist.
My shoulders had seized long ago, my arms numb from the iron cuffs. Still, even a wounded animal flails against the snare when it sees the hunter closing in. I thrashed in my restraints, an exercise in futility that only served to underline the crushing truth of my situation.
He would come.
And I would break.
I crumbled beneath the weight of that inescapable certainty, sagging in my bonds.
Ah, gods, the utter helplessness. Squeezing my lungs, wrapping its icy fingers around my throat, pouring lead into my stomach. Every whispered step on the stones sent a shudder of blinding terror through me. I could already see the red of his robes in my mind, the compassionate smile on his face. I could already hear the chime of polished metal, his tools singing at his touch.
But when the footsteps crescendoed in the far-off doorway and the shadows coalesced into form, it wasn’t the priest who took shape there.
Two figures, hooded and cloaked, slipped through the chamber. No red silk. No guards in polished plate. Their steps were quick but cautious, both of them moving with the efficiency of those well-acquainted with the dark. When the flickering light hit them, I noticed one had a nasty bruise all along his left cheekbone; the other, a fairly fresh black eye. Alesians, both, but I didn’t recognize either one. Still, my heart stumbled with an impossible spark of hope.
Rescue? I barely dared to let the word take shape inside my mind.
Horror flashed across their faces when they drew near, the two of them exchanging a glance before going to work on my bonds. The rattle of metal echoed as loud as thunder off the stones, the cuffs springing open beneath deft fingers. They caught me as I fell, lowering me to the ground with a hand clamped over my mouth to smother my yelp of pain.
One man nudged the other, drawing his attention to my feet and the iron spikes that had been driven through them.
“Seven fucking hells,” he breathed.
The smaller of the two men fetched my discarded cloak and a pair of pliers from the nearby table, stuffing part of the first into my mouth before using the second to wrench the metal stakes from my flesh one at a time. His companion held me, pressing my face into his chest to muffle my screams. When it was done, both men paused a moment, listening for the sound of any approach before binding my bare and bloodied feet with a few torn scraps of my cloak.
“Leave it,” one hissed when the other reached to pull the wad of wool from my mouth. His counterpart obeyed and turned to me, pressing his face close to mine.
“Can you stand?” he whispered.
Tears on my cheeks, I nodded and they hauled me to my feet, each man taking one of my arms over their shoulders. That simple act of necessity nearly sent me back to the abyss, my mouthful of fabric stifling another scream. White-hot pain sliced through my shoulders and feet, but I managed to stay conscious as we hobbled toward the hallway. The passage wasn’t wide enough for three abreast, so when we reached it, one young man abandoned us to scout ahead.
The taller of the two eyed my mutilated back before angling his head at me in wordless apology. Whether it was for the impropriety of touching my bare flesh or the agony he knew it would cause me, I didn’t rightly care. I would suffer anything, just to get out of that place, to get away from the Red Priest and his pristine tools and dark, pitying eyes. I gritted my teeth as he wrapped his arm around my waist and we stumbled down the dim hall.
We took a route I didn’t recognize from before, pausing periodically in the shadows while guards rattled past. The sparing number of torches worked to our advantage, providing ample cover as we climbed staircase after staircase and slipped down one cramped hallway after another.
It was the most terrifying thing I’d ever done. The hope of escape, so frightfully fragile, glimmered in the distance of my mind. I dared not latch on to it, for its loss would surely undo me. Instead, I focused on every step, every labored breath, on stifling every cry of pain.
When we finally emerged out a side entrance into the open air, I pulled the wad of filthy cloak from my mouth and heaved the bitterly cold wind that whipped my face. I savored it like the finest wine, the hollow black of that starless sky above our heads as precious a sight as anything I’d ever seen.
Our scout raced down the shadowed lane between the fortress walls and whatever wood-and-daub structure loomed alongside it, peering around the corner and letting out a low whistle. Barely a moment later, a third figure appeared at the end of the narrow alley, mounted with three horses in tow. I dug for my last reserves of energy and rushed down the cobblestones toward them.
The two men heaved me with difficulty into the saddle, the painful press of the stirrup on the bandaged hole in my foot sending black spots through my vision.
“She’s too weak to ride,” one whispered in protest.
“I’ll take her,” the tall one replied, vaulting up behind me. The mare shuffled unhappily beneath our combined weight.
“Here,” hissed the third, passing over a dark cloak which was promptly wrapped around me by the young man at my back. I winced as the coarse wool snagged on my wounds.
“Sorry,” he mumbled, fastening the hook at my throat.
I snatched his hand before he could withdraw it. “Why?” I croaked. “Why not just kill me?”
If they were agents of our allies, if it was the cause they meant to preserve, slitting my throat would have been far easier than dragging my dead weight all the way out of that damp hellhole.
“Wasn’t really an option,” he muttered and pulled the hood up over my head.
The clatter of our mounts’ hooves pierced the haunting quiet as the four of us escaped into the night, the overcast sky pitching the city streets into darkness. My reserves spent, I swayed in the saddle, battling the siren call of oblivion. When we finally reached our destination, it was nowhere I recognized, though the haphazard quality of the buildings and the putrid stench in the air suggested one of the less reputable corners of Dockside.
Our horses trailed single-file down a narrow alley. Crates scraped on the cobblestones. Hinges creaked. Cautious hands pulled me from the saddle and hauled me inside. I forced my eyes into focus long enough to take in my surroundings.
The cramped interior was lit by a few sputtering lanterns, sparse, dingy furniture the only adornments. No hearth. No windows. Clearly a place not meant to be noticed by the occasional passers-by.
After knocking quietly on one of the narrow doors, my trio of nameless liberators dragged me into the room beyond, where a man sat with his hands resting atop a small table. A single lamp lit a pair of sharp hazel eyes set in a bruised and disheveled face.
Tommy.
“Gods, lass,” he breathed.
I thought he might embrace me, but he made no move to rise from his chair. In my barely-conscious state, it took me longer than it should have to notice that his hands were bound.
The man supporting me took a small step forward, his voice tight with anger. “Here’s your girl, now let him go.”
There was someone else in the room.
From the shadows behind Tommy’s seated figure, a dark mass took shape, the glint of a dagger shimmering near Tommy’s throat. I squinted against the glare of the lantern, trying to clear the blur from my vision and make out the man who held the blade.
He drifted closer to the light and the sight of his close-cropped hair sent a lurch of panic through me – so similar to the Red Priest’s, but no. The priest was small. Much smaller than this. And he was clean-shaven, where this man was not. A short, red-gold beard masked a third of his face, making him almost unrecognizable to me.
Those eyes, though. I would know those eyes anywhere. Pale and blue as a summer sky.
Something inside me cracked at the sight of them. I watched hardened suspicion slowly fade to horror on his drawn, exhausted face. I can only imagine how I looked; a bloodied, mutilated thing draped in rags and barely conscious.
Steel scraped into leather as he sheathed his knife, four hurried strides bringing him around the table to me. Callused hands cradled my face with care, his own quickly overwhelmed by my desperate state as he took in the extent of my injuries.
Where the rage came from, I’m not entirely sure. Perhaps it was that touch that freed it from the fortress I’d built inside myself. Or perhaps it was just the impossible sight of him standing there, two bitter seasons after he’d left me with barely a word of farewell. Whatever the reason, that bulwark shattered and every emotion I’d so carefully buried burst through.
I shoved him away with a feral snarl, pulling free from my nameless rescuer’s aid. Pain radiated up my battered legs, but the anger made me numb to it, granting me an impossible surge of strength. I advanced on Quintin, his face stricken as he fell back a step.
“Bastard!”
The word came out in a rasping squawk, my throat parched from nearly two days without water and raw from screaming. I shoved him again, slamming my right fist against the leather armor on his chest with as much force as I could muster.
“You left us, you coward!”
He retreated as I pressed, striking out at him wildly with my one good hand.
“You abandoned us, and now they’re dead!”
My surge of energy quickly bled from me, my purposeful steps turning to stumbling. My eyes burned with phantom tears.
“Everyone is dead,” I cried. “You left us and now they’re all gone.”
He caught me as my legs gave out beneath me and I sobbed, shaking, trapped against his chest. I hated him, hated myself for lacking the strength to pull away, hated the relief that had flooded the deepest parts of me at the sight of him.
“Did ye talk, lass?” Tommy’s voice cut through the air once I’d quieted.
“For the gods’ sakes, man, give her a moment.” Quintin’s words resonated in his chest beneath my ear, humming their way through my skull.
“We need to know what she told ‘em,” he insisted.
The edges of my vision flickered and faded.
“Nothing,” I whispered, and then darkness took me.



Chapter 6
QUINTIN
Too late. Three weeks too late. Solomon had only had her a few days, but if only I’d returned before the fire, before the priest had destroyed her whole world, if I had been there to help defend them…
But I wasn’t.
I made myself watch, when the smuggler’s physician came. Stood there for hours while he put the shattered bones of her hand back in order. Watched her shiver and weep beneath the valerian he forced down her throat.
Trust me, lad, you don’t want her awake for this.
For the sake of decency, I left when he started in on the rest of her, but not before I’d seen what those three weeks had cost.
Tommy slouched in his chair across the table, watching me with that deadpan stare while his boys shot daggers at me from various places around the cramped common room. I ignored the lot of them, letting my silence and the day-old bruises they each sported keep the tenuous peace. Despite being near the end of my tolerance for sleep deprivation, my unease grew as hours dragged by without so much as a sound from beyond that closed door.
“Leave it be,” Tommy warned, his gruff murmur severing the long, tense quiet. “Old Theo knows what he’s about.”
I tore my eyes from the door, my hand frozen on the side of my chair. I’d not even moved it from where it had been resting a moment ago, only tightened my grip in preparation to heave myself to my feet, resolved to at least check in on Elivya. How Tommy had known my mind when I’d only just come to the decision myself was beyond me.
“It’s been hours,” I replied, keeping my tone flat.
“Lass was in bad shape.”
“Or your man’s taking liberties.”
To my surprise, anger flashed in his eyes, though it didn’t touch any other part of him. Two of his boys exchanged a weighted glance. Tommy offered me a cutthroat grin, utterly devoid of warmth.
“Ain’t a man in this city would dare.”
From anyone else, words like that would’ve sounded like arrogant bluster. Hearing them from Tommy’s lips put a chill into you.
“If you think I’m going to trust your word-”
“Ye came here, didn’t ye?” he challenged, an impatient scowl replacing his predatory smile. “Means ye at least got enough wits inside that thick skull o’yours to know when you ain’t the best man for the job. Theo’s been patchin’ my boys up for years. Ain’t no better sawbones in the city. So unless the companies’ve started teachin’ ye how to piece ‘em back together after ye carve ‘em up, yer about as useful to the doc as tits on a bull.”
He picked up the mug in front of him and took a long draught. Mine still sat untouched. I wasn’t fool enough to think the brigand wouldn’t try to poison me the first chance he got. I’d spent the better part of three days questioning Lady Nefira’s trust in him. The other two names she’d given me made sense. The Lords Chamberlain and Oristei were old friends, trusted comrades, allies of long standing. But this criminal?
Men of honor are capable of great things, she’d said with a smile, but sometimes it takes a man without any to get the job done. If you ever need the impossible, find Tommy.
Springing Elivya from the depths of Litheria’s prison certainly fell into that category. He’d gotten the job done, but I certainly didn’t trust him.
Tommy caught me casting another glance at the door and scoffed. “If ye think I kept her alive all this time just to trade her like a two-copper whore-”
“Kept her alive?” I bristled. “You would’ve let her rot in that dungeon, if I hadn’t forced your hand.”
Tommy leaned onto the table, holding up two fingers between us. “Two weeks, lad. I kept her safe for two fucking weeks while she fell apart in every way a person can.”
“And then you left her to die.”
His face darkened with warning. “Ye don’t want to talk abandonment wi’me, boy.”
I shut my mouth, guilt carving a black hole in my chest. Tommy eased back in his chair. 
“She made her choice,” he said. “Don’t look down yer nose at me for respectin’ it.”
“You knew she’d be arrested. You knew what they’d do to her.”
“Most like.”
My lip curled. “And you let her go anyway.”
“It’s her life, ye callous twit,” he snarled. “She chose te make her death mean somethin’. Just ‘cus you can’t stomach the fact that ye left her to face it alone don’t mean it weren’t the right choice.”
I had a pressing urge to break his nose, but maiming the bastard wouldn’t make his words any less true. 
A faint scrape of wood and the creak of rusted hinges drew every eye in the room, the battered door finally sweeping open to expel a single exhausted medic. The lines of his aged face had deepened in the hours since I’d seen him last.
“Well,” he sighed, tucking a stray tail of his kerchief into his pocket. “I suppose I’ve seen worse.”
Tommy stood, crossing the few steps to the man and gripping his shoulder. “How’d she fare?”
“Apart from the burns and bruises? Nine bones in the left hand. Five ribs. Eighty-seven stitches. Her left shoulder was dislocated, probably from…” The old man began gesturing to his left hand but glanced at me and decided to spare the details. “Not too badly, though. After a day or so, it shouldn’t give her much trouble. The valerian ought to keep her down for that long. Bit of opium in it.”
“Was she-” I bit off the words, but they remained on my tongue, insistent. Prison was a far more perilous place for women than men. The very thought made me sick, but I had to know. “Did they…misuse her?”
“Not that I could tell,” the medic replied, “though you’d have to ask her to be certain. The punctures in her feet and the lacerations on her back will be the worst of it. Bandages will need to be changed every day or so.”
“Tomorrow, then,” Tommy said with a definitive nod, offering the doctor his hand, a small coin purse tucked into the palm. Theo eyed it a moment before clasping it and offering him a rueful smile.
“Not this time, Tommy. I know who she is. I’ve done you this favor for old times’ sake, but I won’t risk coming back here. Dockside’s swarming with Origin guards. I’m getting out. Tonight. Away from this mess.”
Tommy stilled. The old medic turned his shrewd brown eyes my way.
“I’ve left some ointment and plenty of bandages,” he said. “Winterbloom bark, as well. Boil it with the water before you wash the wounds. And keep them clean. Infection is her greatest threat, now.”
With that, he turned back to Tommy, who was eyeing the closed door much the same way I had been just minutes before.
“I’d tell you not to move her, but I think we both know that’s not going to be an option.”
Tommy kept his gaze fixed on the door. “How long does she need?” he growled.
Theo huffed a grim laugh. “A month. Two.”
“How long does she need, Theo?”
“…As long as you can give her.”



Chapter 7
ELIVYA
I drifted on an ocean of muffled sound, a humming quiet filled with things too hushed or distant to discern. Each wave rocked me slowly back toward the shore, my every attempt at picking out their individual parts thwarted by a thick blanket of fog that tangled around my thoughts.
When at last the tide deposited me on the sands of consciousness, confusion and fear quickly followed, my eyes wrenching open to a dimly-lit and unfamiliar room. Beneath the pain that had become my constant companion, my body felt tight. Trapped. Restrained. Panic began to set in and my breath quickened to short, terrified gasps.
“Easy, miss.”
I whipped my head toward the sound, making the room spin. Quintin sat stone-still in a chair near my right shoulder, his face lit by a lantern on a small table beside my cot. Those blue eyes watched me, carefully guarded.
“You’re alright,” he assured, though the words sounded heavy on his tongue. “You’re safe.”
The events of the last few days came tumbling back, filling my mind with a torrent of nightmares. I squeezed my eyes shut against them and sought distraction in taking stock of my current situation instead.
The trapped feeling I’d awoken to was not due to any shackles or bonds, but rather the sheer number of bandages encasing my flesh. Every inch of my body ached. Even my face felt swollen and numb, my tongue a dry husk inside my mouth.
“Water,” I managed to whisper.
Quintin picked up a cup from the table and dribbled a few sips into my mouth. It was stale and warm and the best thing I’d ever tasted.
“Slowly,” he warned as I gasped for more.
I could have drank a well’s worth, but after only a few more cautious drops, he withdrew it.
“How long have I been asleep?” I asked, my throat still hoarse.
“Few days. The physician’s been. Says you’ll live, if we can get some food in you.”
I eyed the stiff, bulky splint on my left hand, a spike of dread creeping into my chest. “How bad?”
His face darkened, mouth tightening to a thin line. “…Bad enough.”
Ribs. Feet. Hands. Every inch of me felt battered beyond recognition, the injuries blending into a single throbbing mass. The only distinct sensation I could make out was a stiffness in my back, the telltale tug of fresh stitches.
Pray with me, child.
Swish.
The scourge reveals Al’Rahim’s Truth to many.
Swish-snap.
I hope it is for you as well.
Biting my cheek hard, I forced the Red Priest’s voice from my thoughts.
You’re-out-you’re-out-you’re-out, I chanted inside my head. You’re free. He can’t touch you.
When I tried to shift against the mountain of lumpy pillows at my back, I realized the bandages around my torso extended to my left upper arm, pinning it to my side.
Quintin shifted in his chair, his voice rough and flat. “Your shoulder was dislocated.”
It’s best not to struggle, child. You’ll only hurt yourself.
Don’t-don’t-don’t! Please, I’ll do anything-
Shhhh…
A muffled thud yanked me back. It was soon followed by the distant sound of purposeful steps and an exchange of hushed, angry voices. Quintin was on his feet in an instant, crossing to the closed door and pressing his ear to the wood, one hand resting on the dagger at his belt.
The voices continued to rise, scuffing steps drawing ever closer in halting bursts. Quintin yanked the door open, spilling the sounds into the room.
“-here for days, Tom. I want answers.”
“Ye can wait a bit longer, then,” Tommy’s familiar Lloegran accent growled in sharp protest. “Won’t be able to tell ye nothin’ anyway, state she’s in.”
They were just outside the door now, Quintin’s arm stretched across it, barring entry.
“Move aside,” commanded the third voice. The man attached to it was clearly accustomed to being obeyed.
Also clearly unfamiliar with the exceptional stubbornness of Tuvrians. Quintin didn’t budge.
“I’ve got ears, boy. I know she’s awake.”
“It’s alright,” I croaked as loud as I could manage, wincing as I dragged myself a bit more upright. The arguing ceased. “Let him in.”
With reluctance, Quintin released his grip on the door frame and retreated. A familiar figure swept into the room behind him, stopping short when his pale green eyes settled on me.
“Lord Reyus,” I rasped in greeting.
Tight lines of suspicion marred Lord Oristei’s handsome features. The dark, common woolens he wore were wrinkled from days of wear, a coal-gray cloak around his shoulders and a thick shadow of stubble on his cheeks.
Tommy shuffled in after, shutting the door behind him and dragging a nearby chair to the foot of the bed.
“We need to talk, lass,” he sighed, sinking into it.
Suddenly, I felt very much like the focus of another interrogation.
My time spent strapped to the Red Priest’s whipping cross wasn’t the only thing I’d remembered when I’d awoken. My unequivocal failure, too, had come flooding back, glaring and undeniable. I’d stood on the dais, denounced the King and his foreign priest, and been declared a traitor to the Crown. Thousands of Alesians had shouted for my head.
But the assassin…
I knew why Reyus was there.
“The King is dead,” I realized aloud. Lord Oristei’s face quickly confirmed as much. “And Selice?”
The high lord crossed his arms and gave me a look that suggested I already knew the answer. “Missing.”
My heart lurched in my chest. The princess was the key to all we had set in motion. Had she been kidnapped? Killed?
“She vanished from the palace the same night Amenon was murdered,” Reyus added, mistrust ringing clearly in his voice. “The night you escaped. Tell me where you’ve taken her.”
The accusation caught me off-guard, but only for a moment. Of course he’d think I had her. If we’d kept the assassin’s existence carefully hidden from even our closest allies, what else had we plotted without their consent?
“Alone?”
Reyus paused, eyeing me as though he were trying to puzzle out what trap I was laying for him.
“Selice,” I pressed, impatience edging into my tone. “Did she vanish alone?”
“No,” he admitted after a moment. “Her guards and her ladies are also missing.”
I breathed a quiet sigh of relief. “So she fled.”
“Or it was made to look that way. I find it hard to believe she’d leave her brother behind.”
My relief vaporized.
“The boy is still here?” I winced as my ribs punished me for the outburst.
Lord Oristei’s pale eyes hardened, his stiff silence all the reply he offered.
“Then what are you doing here?” I spluttered.
“Go get him! You’re his uncle, can’t you-”
The words died on my tongue.
“…Royal Advisor.” I breathed the title like a curse, remembering the day Amenon had gathered his Court in the throne room to announce the High Priest’s appointment. “The Crown takes precedence…”
And now, with the king dead and the princess missing, Solomon was the Crown.
I’d all but put him there myself.
“Even as next-of-kin, I cannot override Solomon’s authority as Steward,” Reyus replied, his expression grim. “Only Selice could reclaim the boy now.”
“Except she can’t…. She fled. If she returns now, Solomon will claim she was complicit in her father’s death.”
“Which is why I must find her. We need to rally the Houses before Solomon has time to solidify his hold.”
“I don’t know where she is. That was never part of the plan.”
“And the assassin?” he challenged.
I forced myself to meet his gaze. Reading the silent admission on my face, Reyus pushed off the wall in disgust, pacing a few cramped laps between the door and Tommy’s chair.
“It was meant as a last resort,” I said, struggling to keep my voice even, but Reyus’ anger stirred the coals of my own and I couldn’t help feeling like I was defending my parents as well as myself. “A safety net, in case all else failed. It was never supposed to go this far.”
He halted abruptly and jabbed a finger my direction. “You had no right.”
“We did what needed to be done,” I bit back.
“Everyone is sayin’ you killed him,” Tommy interjected. “That you escaped the citadel, slipped into the palace, and slit his throat yourself.”
I barked a short, bitter laugh at the sheer absurdity of it, my ribs aching in protest.
“And what exactly was your plan for after murdering the King?” Reyus demanded, ignoring the interruption.
“I sent word. I warned you to be ready,” I replied stiffly. “You were supposed to be there to help Selice secure the throne.”
Reyus dug in his jacket pocket and pulled out a worn bit of folded parchment, the letter I’d given Tommy for him before I left for the temple square.
“I’m a soldier, not a spy, girl,” he snarled, tossing the missive at me. “I can’t read your mother’s damned ciphers.”
“It wasn’t in cipher. You know damned well I couldn’t risk putting specifics-”
“My men and I rode to the palace as soon as I heard,” he snarled over my protests. “It was already flooded with Persican soldiers. Solomon has spent months quietly replacing the entire palace guard with his own men. He was just waiting for the right moment.”
“And the Court just let it happen?” I found it hard to believe that not one of the scions of the Seven would protest a foreign agent seizing control of the Crown.
Lord Oristei resumed his pacing. “It was the middle of the night. The majority of our allies had already fled the city. The King’s Guard tried to stage a coup, but most of the Court didn’t learn of the King’s death until the next morning. By then, it was too late. With Selice gone, Solomon’s claim is legitimate.”
“So you did nothing.”
Reyus whirled on me, gesturing vaguely toward the streets outside our hideout. “Solomon has five hundred men in this city, now. I have six. I’m not about to throw my House to the Origin’s flames for some grand delusions of honor and glory. I have a family to protect.”
“And I don’t,” I snapped.
 Lord Oristei straightened, hands clenching at his sides. “I mourn your parents more than you could know, girl,” he said, his voice low and tight. “But you should have trusted me with more than just vague suggestions if you expected me to lead a rebellion in their stead.”
A tense silence fell over the room, a bitter stalemate settling between us. I wanted to spit and curse and hit something, but none of those things would help our current predicament. With effort, I shoved my frustration aside and tried searching for a next move.
I dug through the facts, sifted through every detail I could dredge up in my memory. But the board was too big, now, with too many moving pieces. I didn’t know what to make of any of it. Pain and exhaustion dragged at me, turning my thoughts to a sluggish mire. I wished my mother was there, forgetting for one beautiful, infinitesimal second that she was dead. Then the moment passed, and remembering the awful truth was like being swallowed by the sea, a swell of ice-cold pressure stealing the air from my lungs.
She’s gone. They’re all gone.
Reyus finally broke the brittle silence. “Do you know who betrayed us?”
I swallowed the lump in my throat, pushing the grief down deep. “No one. Solomon wanted me to name my allies. If one of them had willingly informed on us, he wouldn’t have needed to ask.”
Lord Oristei gripped the back of a nearby chair, giving the wood a merciless squeeze. “A courier, then. Or a maid.”
“Any unscrupulous servant could have overheard our invitation. I’m sure Solomon pays his informants well.”
Reyus nodded in solemn agreement, but deep down I knew that the fault lay with me and me alone. I had put us at great risk, to get aid to Adrian. I’d antagonized the King with my petition and drawn Solomon’s attention. If I’d not stolen the Crown’s ships, the High Priest would’ve had no way to discredit me. Amenon would have seen Solomon for what he was, that day on the dais.
All we had sacrificed had been in vain. The assassin had succeeded, but with Selice gone and the boy in Solomon’s hands, we’d only managed to send Alesia spiraling even further toward ruin. The understanding gnawed a hateful hole in my chest, bearing down on me with the suffocating weight of a single inescapable truth:
Everyone I love died for nothing.
“Why are you here, my lord?” I asked, the flat, hollow words spilling from me in a ragged murmur.
Reyus wouldn’t wait in a place like this for days just to accuse me of assassinating the King. Even his suggestion that I was involved in his niece’s disappearance felt speculative at best. When he offered no reply, I lifted my gaze to his.
“Why did you come?”
The high lord leaned onto the chair back he was still gripping and fixed me with that pale green stare. “I am one of the Seven, same as you. A steward of the people. I have bled for them before. I will bleed for them again. Make no mistake, war is coming and we’ll need every last House if we mean to win it.”
“I am no longer one of the Seven,” I reminded him coolly. “If you want Laezon’s troops, go talk to the new Lord of Lazerin.”
Reyus drew himself up with a stiff inhale, shoulders tensing. His mouth twisted, tasting a sharp retort on his tongue, but after a moment he swallowed it and his demeanor softened.
“I will leave you,” he said instead, his rich voice low and abruptly formal. “Should you learn anything else of substance, send to my wife at our estate in Ostris. She will know how to get a message to me.”
He donned his hood and made for the door, pausing a moment once he’d pulled it open. After sparing me a fleeting final glance, his gaze landed on Tommy.
“Get her out of here, Tom.”
The rickety door scraped shut behind him.



Chapter 8
Lord Reyus’ departure left a hollow silence – and no shortage of questions – in its wake. How did he know where to find me? How did he know Tommy? The familiar way he’d spoken to my mother’s old associate suggested an acquaintance of long standing. I stared at the missive Reyus had tossed at me, turning it over slowly in my hand, and wondered.
“Sent it right after ye left,” Tommy murmured.
I’d written a half-dozen letters, the day before I rode to the temple square. Letters of guidance, of apology, of farewell. One of those had been to Quintin, even though I’d held little hope that he’d ever return to the city. Despite knowing he’d likely never read them, the act of putting those words to paper had offered a kind of closure that had bolstered me in the face of my almost-certain death.
But the dead can say things the living wouldn’t dare.
“And the rest?” I asked stiffly, sparing a furtive glance the Tuvrian’s way. One corner of Tommy’s mouth twitched upward, telling me he’d understood the real question I was asking.
“Not all,” he assured, patting the inner pocket of his vest. “Wasn’t much time, before. Then yer man showed up and then ye were here. I thought it best to wait.”
I thanked the Mother for small mercies and set the weathered bit of parchment aside. “Any sign of Adrian?”
If anyone had the resources to keep me safely out of Solomon’s reach, it was House Van Dryn, but my flicker of hope was quickly doused by a solemn shake of Tommy’s head.
“Sorry, lass. I sent what ye gave me, but it’s only been a few days. I’ve had eyes on the gates, but no sign of ‘im so far.” He jerked his head toward the door. “Ol’ fancy-britches is right. We need to get ye out of the city. You can’t keep waitin’ here for him. Solomon’s got his men tearin’ Dockside apart lookin’ for ye. Only a matter of time before this place gets found.”
“Then we should go to Petrion,” I suggested a bit too quickly. “It’s winter. Adrian’s fleet will be in harbor.”
Tommy shook his head again. “Origin’s watchin’ the river closely and they’ve got patrols on every road from here to the Bay.”
“Laezon’s a safer bet,” Quintin murmured from his post against the wall. The sound of his voice startled me. He hadn’t said a word through the whole of Reyus’ visit. When my gaze darted his way, he immediately clenched his jaw and resumed his stiff silence.
“Gimme two days, lass,” Tommy assured. “I’ll find us a way out.”
As much as I hated abandoning the prospect of seeing Adrian again, I knew my mind was too harried to be relied upon for sensible decisions. Adrian would come for me in time. Right now, I needed to focus on regaining as much strength as possible for the journey ahead.
Muttering something about the physician’s orders, Tommy disappeared into the common room and returned shortly with two bowls of stew. One, he shoved into Quintin’s hands before settling back into his seat and kicking his feet up on the bed. Tommy slurped a noisy spoonful, his keen eyes wandering from me to the Tuvrian, who stood unmoving against the wall.
The air in the room grew thicker by the second. Quintin stared at the bowl in his hands. I picked at the roughspun blankets. After a long, uncomfortable moment, Tommy stood again, running a hand through his silver-brown hair.
“I’ll, ah, leave ye to it, then,” he muttered and retreated from the room. The door creaked shut, leaving Quintin and I alone.
I couldn’t look at him. I didn’t dare speak, for fear I’d say something cruel. It wasn’t exactly blame I felt, but anger still burned in my chest when I thought of how he’d left us – left me – with barely so much as a farewell. How he’d been gone when my whole world burned to the ground.
“I will go, if you wish.”
Though he spoke those quiet words with his usual flat solemnity, there was something else not quite buried beneath it. Something broken and heavy and utterly unlike the man I remembered. The sound of it dragged my gaze away from the pilled wool atop my legs to search his downturned face.
Guilt.
It clung to him. Painted him in shadows. His shoulders sagged beneath its weight. One vicious word from me would break him.
But none of this was his fault, no matter how desperately I wanted someone else to blame. I remembered how I’d raged at him, how I’d hurled my family’s deaths at him, and a pang of regret rippled through me. There was no way he could have known what would happen in his absence. If he had, he never would have left us.
“No,” I forced out, a single barely-audible syllable thundering through the heavy silence. Quintin’s pale eyes lifted to mine, the bulwark of his guard barely holding. “I want you to sit down.”
After a reluctant pause, he obeyed, sinking back into the chair by my shoulder.
“How did you find Tommy?” I asked. “Did Reyus tell you where he was?”
“No,” he replied, avoiding my gaze. “I sought him out while you slept.”
“Why him? How did you know he could be trusted?”
Quintin straightened, retreating from the barrage of questions, and hefted the bowl in his hands as if to offer it.
“Tell me what happened,” I demanded.
“We can talk about this later.”
“We’ll talk about it now.”
His brows knit and the corners of his mouth tugged downward, a shade of that old familiar stubbornness. “Fine. You eat, I’ll talk. Agreed?”
“I’m not hungry.”
His frown deepened. “You’ve not eaten in days.”
“I said I’m not hungry.”
“The physician-”
“Quintin.”
Icy silence filled the room. My eyes burned, frustration grinding my last shards of patience to dust. He must have seen it, or spotted me blinking away the tears that threatened, because he let out a defeated sigh and set the bowl aside. One thick hand scrubbed at his cropped hair.
“Your mother gave me three names, the day I left,” he began, choosing his words with care. “Lord Augustus Chamberlain, Lord Reyus Oristei, and Tommy. She told me to seek them out, in that order, if anything went wrong.”
Quintin slumped forward in his chair, propping his elbows on his knees.
“I got back to the city the day after you were arrested. I wasn’t even sure it was you, at first, but everyone I spoke to said they saw the same thing: a dark-haired woman dressed as a man, riding a silver warhorse and carrying a green banner. I knew where you were, but breaking you out of prison didn’t seem like the kind of thing a high lord would be willing or able to do.”
“So you went looking for Tommy.”
“I wasn’t the only one. Solomon’s men had already burned the Greyshor and the warehouse to the ground by the time I got there. Must’ve spread like wildfire. The whole borough was ashes.”
“How the hell did you find him?”
Quintin glanced up at me, one corner of his mouth twisting in a humorless smirk. “Asked around.”
Something heavy sank in my chest. I searched his guarded features, but he was as unreadable as ever.
“Please don’t tell me you carry more faces for me.”
“Just a few bloody noses and a shallow cut or two. Nothing that won’t heal.” His sad smile faded, his attention turning back to the thumb he was driving into the palm of the opposite hand, as though the hand ached. “…And you?”
I didn’t need to count. Their faces greeted me every time I closed my eyes. The smell of cold dirt hovered in my memory, along with the bitter awareness of an unmarked grave in the fields outside the city walls.
James.
A piercing guilt sharper than any Euzoni steel blade sliced me to my core, his copper hair and freckled smile searing through my memory. Every inch of me recoiled from it, a violent retreat back behind the steel-and-stone fortress I’d built to protect me from the Red Priest.
“Stew’s getting cold.”
Quintin glanced up at my sudden deflection, my flat tone slamming the conversation shut. Something that drifted uncomfortably close to pity flickered across his face, but after a long moment he just took up the bowl and offered me a spoonful in silence.



Chapter 9
The turning of the latch shook me from my shallow sleep. Afternoon light spilled through the tiny, dirt-filmed window as the door swung open and two figures slipped silently into the room.
The first was one I’d not seen since the previous day, Quintin’s guarded features flitting toward me as if to confirm I was decent before he stepped aside. My pulse leapt at the thought of Adrian sweeping in next, all dark silk and storm gray eyes, but when another familiar face appeared instead, what little composure I’d managed to retain in the wake of my imprisonment crumbled.
Aubrey.
My friend fell utterly still at the sight of me, those amber eyes welling with tears as they drifted over my bruised and bandaged body.
“Gods… Liv…”
A choked sob escaped me, something vaguely resembling his name tangled somewhere in the middle of it. I lurched upright as he stumbled toward me and collapsed to his knees beside my cot. For a long time, we simply clung to one another in an unholy mess of tears. I didn’t care that his arms pressed against the barely-scabbed wounds beneath my bandages. I didn’t care that he squeezed me hard enough to make my broken ribs scream. I would have gladly walked back to the whipping cross for that embrace.
At length, he pulled away, the both of us sniffling and wiping our faces. Aubrey perched on the edge of the chair beside me.
I shook my head in disbelief. “How are you even here?”
“Quintin,” he replied, sounding just as surprised as I felt. I glanced toward the door, but the Tuvrian had already left us. “He slipped in with the kitchen staff on their way back from the market this morning and told us what happened. Father wanted to come, too, but it would have been too difficult to sneak him past the guards.”
“Couldn’t you have just sent them away?”
“Not ours. Solomon’s. They’ve been watching us since…” Aubrey’s face fell. A deep well of sorrow darkened his features, his voice fading to a bruised whisper. “I’m so sorry, Liv. Your parents… and James, and all the rest…. If it was my fault, if I gave something away-”
“It wasn’t your fault.” I tried to swallow them, but the words spilled out anyway. “It was mine.”
Aubrey’s brow pinched with equal parts confusion and concern. “Whatever you think you did,” my friend replied carefully, “it’s Solomon who’s to blame, not you.” When I didn’t respond, he settled one hand on my forearm and gave a squeeze. “Not you,” he repeated firmly.
I offered a half-hearted nod and shoved the guilt back down deep. There were more pressing matters at hand.
“You need to leave the city,” I said, my voice hoarse. “You and your father both. Go back to Cambria.”
He quirked a teasing brow at me. “Run away? That doesn’t sound like you.”
“It’s not safe here.”
“Nowhere is safe, dove. At least not for long. You kicked the hornet’s nest.”
“All the more reason,” I pressed. “With both Selice and I missing, Solomon will be on the warpath. Things are about to get much worse here. More public cleansings, more executions. You can’t stay. You, your father, Leon, you all need to leave.”
He tilted his head at me with that calm look that I knew meant he’d already made up his mind.
“And who will protect those who can’t flee?” he challenged gently. “The poor and the ignorant. The fools who think all this will pass.”
I stiffened. “They are not your responsibility.”
An old, familiar glint sparkled in his eye as the philosopher in him bubbled to the surface. “They’re our responsibility. Every one of us with the blood of the Seven.”
“Then I will stay.”
“The Divine Origin isn’t after me,” he pointed out. “You lost what anonymity you might have used to your advantage, when you climbed up on that dais.”
I bit my tongue, hating that he was right. Even if I’d not made a public spectacle of myself, Solomon was hunting me. My face would be plastered all over Litheria by now.
“Speaking of which, well done,” Aubrey crooned with a grin, hooking an arm casually over the back of his chair. “I’ll make an orator of you yet.”
It made me laugh, despite myself.
“And before you begin lamenting how it made no difference,” he added, “I’ve heard several whispers of solidarity from nobles and common folk alike. Father has a notion to write a ballad. Anonymously, of course. Something to rally the people to our cause.”
“When exactly are you rubbing elbows with the common folk?” I scoffed, ignoring the rest.
“My tailor was rather talkative at my fitting yesterday.”
I tensed in sudden alarm. “You didn’t say anything, did you? Didn’t make your sympathies known?”
He threw an offended look my way. “I’m not a complete idiot.”
“You mustn’t trust anyone. Not even those who seem like allies.” He waved a dismissive hand in the air and fear gripped my chest hard. “Aubrey,” I snapped, a bit louder and harsher than I’d intended.
My friend fell still. I realized I’d snatched his arm, my fingers digging into his soft skin as the bandage on my palm ground against the burns beneath.
“No one,” I repeated. “Promise me.”
He settled a hand over mine, that handsome face of his drawn and solemn. “I promise.”
It eased a bit of my worry, though certainly not all of it. Despite nearly an hour more of debate, Aubrey continued to insist upon staying in Litheria. His father Augustus was just as determined to stay, if not more so. A shroud of purpose had fallen over House Chamberlain, and both its lords were dead-set on doing everything in their power to stand against the High Priest.
“What will you do?” I asked once I’d finally given up trying to dissuade him.
“Whatever I can. Getting people out of the city, spreading discontent among the Origin’s followers, organizing those who would make a stand when the time comes.” He leaned back in his chair, his auburn hair gleaming in the fading light. “Quintin says you’re headed home to Laezon. I can send you reports on Persica’s movements, and whatever of Solomon’s plans I can uncover through the Court.”
“It will be dangerous, with them watching you,” I warned. “You need to be careful, these next few months. Whatever you do, be discreet.”
“Of the two of us,” he drawled, “I believe I have the far better record of discretion.”
“Maybe so, but don’t take any chances. At least for a while. Be boring. Be predictable. Do nothing that might raise their suspicions. When I can, I’ll send someone to you.”
He nodded in agreement. “Quintin?”
“One of Tommy’s boys, most like.”
“Your nights at the Greyshor certainly broadened your social circle,” he mused. “That one’s a piece of work.”
My lips curled in a half-smile. “Tommy’s a good man, once you get past all the grumbling and the cursing.”
“He’d better be,” Aubrey replied with a bit of protective bluster. “Though I do feel a bit better, knowing Quintin’s around to gut him if he steps out of line.”
“Tommy would never hurt me.” The immediacy and certainty of those words painted a question across my friend’s face. “He knew my mother. Long ago.”
Aubrey’s gaze softened, reading my reticence. He offered me a knowing smile. “A story for another time.”
As if there would be another. As if all of this was merely a series of unfortunate events, a downturn that would fade with a bit of time and patience. As if in a few weeks, we’d be sipping wine in his study, talking over the latest gossip. Neither of us believed as much, but it was nice, just for a moment, to pretend.
A quiet settled back between us, the kind of easy, wordless calm that only comes from years of friendship. We spent a good long while revisiting past escapades, many of which took place during our year in Agorai. It helped. For a few short hours, I was able to forget my guilt and my grief. When the light outside the filthy window began to fade, afternoon’s fiery orange shifting to the rose and lavender tones of dusk, the door opened and Quintin slipped back inside with an apologetic glance my way.
“We should get going,” he murmured.
Aubrey flashed me a rueful grin before wrapping me in another embrace, far more cautious of my many injuries this time. I clutched him to me heedlessly, fighting back tears.
“I love you,” I gasped into his shoulder, a few bursting free despite my efforts. He released me gently, smiling as he thumbed one hot trail from my cheek.
“Ah, dove… Love doesn’t quite seem to cover it.”



Chapter 10
After two days of rest, I was able to eat and stand without aid, but there was little else I could do for myself besides hauling my miserable corpse to the privy every now and then. The paltry measure of strength I’d managed to regain felt laughably insufficient in the face of the daunting journey ahead, but there was nothing for it. Solomon’s soldiers were all but burning Dockside down around us. We needed to get out of Litheria.
When daylight began to fade on the second day, the door to my small room creaked open and Quintin appeared with a pail of water and a small leather satchel. It didn’t take me long to guess its contents, or the reason for his uneasy silence.
“The physician’s not coming,” I surmised.
“He fled.”
I might have recoiled, once, at the thought of that Tuvrian prude changing my bandages, but I was a mere shade of the proud young woman I’d once been. Solomon had seen to that. I’d wept and begged on the whipping cross and been broken in every possible way. I’d said things I never imagined could cross my lips, things I will take to my grave, just trying to make the pain stop. I was far beyond humiliation’s reach.
I hauled myself upright and swung my feet off the side of my lumpy cot, gritting my teeth against the stabs of pain that shot through my abdomen. The loose shift I’d been wearing for days hitched up around my thighs, the coarse cotton wrinkled and smudged with old stains.
“Best just get it over with,” I muttered.
Quintin schooled his face to a firm mask of Tuvrian detachment, as determined as I to just get the whole awkward affair behind us. He dropped the bucket to the floor at my feet, tossed the satchel onto the bed, and sank into the chair across from me. Pale blue eyes skipped over my exposed legs, his mouth pulling into a scowl before he quickly looked away, a shade redder.
I will admit I took a bit of vindictive pleasure in seeing how the task grated on his stuffy northern principles. For two days, he’d continued his diligent avoidance, seemingly determined to dodge any more questions regarding his long absence. A lingering shred of resentment had festered in my gut at his silence. A petty part of me wanted to punish him for his secrets, and I wasn’t above using my flesh to do it.
“Just pretend I’m one of your shield brothers,” I drawled. I’d meant it as a jest, but the words came out hollow and bitter instead. Is that where he’d been all this time? Holed up in some legion compound with his old comrades, swapping stories about the stupid high-born brat he’d been forced to play nursemaid to for eighteen miserable months?
Quintin shot me a sour look, but said nothing.
With textbook Tuvrian efficiency, he cleaned and rebandaged the gruesome wounds on both my feet, keeping his gaze firmly below my ankles. Afterward, he fetched a stool for me and waited with his back turned while I situated myself atop it. I battled to arrange the roughspun blanket around my lower half and tugged at my shift until it came free from the dressings on my shoulders and pooled around my waist.
“Afraid you’ll have to manage the rest,” I said, glaring down at the dense mass of bandages encasing my torso.
Behind me, the water bucket thudded on the floorboards. Wood scraped on wood, a chair dragged into place; a quiet exhale and a creak as he sank into it.
He’d cut half the bandages away before I realized I was shaking. Winter’s chill seeped into the drafty room, but my shivering had little to do with the cold. Still, I clutched the scratchy blanket to my chest once the last of my wrappings had been cast aside, as though the wool would cease my trembling.
Perhaps I wasn’t so immune to humiliation as I’d thought.
An unexpected jolt of terror streaked through me when I heard the rag slosh in the bucket. With it came the razor-sharp memory of iron cuffs and searing agony, of salt water cascading over a freshly-scourged back. A ragged scream echoed through the dark recesses of my mind.
Rejoice, child. Your sins are washing away.
I bit the inside of my cheek hard enough to draw blood, the pain shaking me from the awful grip of that memory and driving the Red Priest’s voice away.
Just water, I reminded myself. Just Quintin. He’s not going to hurt you.
I braced myself for the rag’s cold assault, but when he wrung the cloth out over my wounds, the water that splashed down my back was surprisingly warm. Along with the stinging pain, it brought with it the sharp astringent scent of winterbloom bark.
The scabs gradually softened. The days-old poultice washed away. My lingering anger went with it, bleeding from me bit by bit with every cascade until there was nothing but the hurt left to keep me company. Quintin went about his task in removed silence, but every tight breath he drew, every measured movement of his hands spoke of the deep well of guilt buried beneath. Water trickled across my skin, its sharp sting faded to a hollow ache that matched my heart.
“Four.”
An abrupt stillness followed the word, my single hoarse syllable hanging in the air. Behind me, the rhythmic sloshing of the rag and bucket ceased. I stared through the splintered floorboards across the room.
“Four faces, now.”
In my heart, I carried far, far more. A sea of beloved faces swam in my head, some charred and blistered, others bloodied and pale. So many. All gone. Forever.
Whatever his reasons for leaving, I just wanted to know.
Needed to know.
“Where were you?” I whispered into the brittle silence, a swell of grief choking my throat and tearing the words to ribbons.
Quintin made no reply behind me, only a faint drip-drip-drip bearing testament to his presence.
“You owe me that much,” I grated out.
The rag dropped into the bucket with a soft splash. A heavy exhale hissed in the dark. A long, fraught silence stretched to every black corner of the room.
“…When we returned from Elas,” he said at last, “Lord Damien was preparing to call his banners. Your parents were confident that Persica would send troops into Alesia before the year was out. Your father had enough influence to rally the western provinces, but few connections in Tuvrian country. They asked me to deliver some missives for them. Letters to the Houses of Tuvre, Euzoni, and Saviren, along with a number of the larger independent companies.”
Not a lie, but not the whole truth, either.
I fisted my hand in the wool blanket. “It doesn’t take six months to deliver a handful of letters.”
Another tense hush followed my stiff retort, eventually broken by the sound of him rifling through the satchel, digging for words as much as fresh bandages.
“That wasn’t my only reason for leaving,” he said.
We worked in silence for a few minutes, passing a thick spool of muslin back and forth beneath my arms. I held my tongue, giving him space to work the words free. When he finally did, they were low and rough and soaked in regret.
“My people…” He hesitated, his hands pausing before passing the roll back to me. “We hold to the old ways closer than most. To us, the skill to take a life is a solemn and sacred charge, never to be wielded lightly.” A clear note of shame crept into his low, even tone. “There is honor in the steady sword that protects the Mother’s children. There is none in the beast who kills in his rage.”
I knew the story. Everyone did. Tuvre cut down a madman in the streets of the far country, saving Adulil and the Chamberlain from certain death. Afterward, Adulil had wept beside the body, mourning even the most wayward of the Mother’s children. That tenet, binding might with compassion, death with dignity, was the foundation of all that Tuvrians held dear.
“Before any oath to legion or lord,” he continued, “we swear one unbreakable vow to Tuvre. To uphold his sacred charge and ensure each life we take is extinguished with honor. To break it is to forsake Tuvre’s gift, to betray your people and disgrace yourself and your family.” He swallowed thickly. “There are…consequences.”
Understanding washed over me like a black wave.
The Crossroads. The mercenaries. That awful night in the forest. I remembered the look of rage on his face as he watched the caravan guard die. 
“You were just protecting me,” I said, passing him the tail end of the bandage.
Quintin shook his head, his voice low and grave. “I wanted him to suffer. There was pride and malice and cruelty in what I did.” With deft fingers, he knotted the ends of the muslin together. “As soon as we made it back to Litheria, I asked for leave. I went home to see our Elder, to beg Tuvre’s forgiveness and complete my penance.”
My heart felt like a cold stone in the pit of my stomach. “What kind of penance?”
“…The sacred kind.”
There was a shadow in his tone that warned me not to pursue the matter. Like my Bronnadh, some rites are kept private, and Tuvrians are more secretive than most.
The chair behind me creaked as he stood. While he stooped to collect the old bandages, I tugged the cotton shift back up over my shoulders. Quintin disappeared out the door with the soiled dressings and returned a moment later empty-handed. Turning on the stool, I watched him settle back into his chair across from me with another smaller roll of muslin at the ready.
“Let’s see that hand,” he murmured.
He quickly went to work on the knot securing the cloth around my right palm. With him inches from me and thoroughly distracted, I couldn’t help but try to read him. As usual, his ironclad Tuvrian guard kept most of his thoughts well-hidden, but he couldn’t conceal the shadows beneath his eyes or the weary set of his shoulders. Whatever that penance had cost him, the man who had returned was far from the proud young Tuvrian I’d first met two years ago.
“How many letters did my parents give you?” I asked.
He kept his eyes on his task. “Fifteen.”
“And you delivered them all?”
“All but two.”
“Which two?”
His jaw tightened. “What does that matter?”
“It might be important.”
“It’s not.”
My mouth twisted in annoyance, but I bit my tongue and watched him pick at the stubborn knot.
“Do you still have them?” I asked after a long moment. “The letters.” If he did, they might help me piece together some of what my parents had been planning. Maybe there was still something in play worth salvaging.
Pale eyes flicked up to mine. “No. Your mother gave me strict instructions.”
Of course, she did.
Quintin finally worked the knot loose and began unwinding the bandage. “I was in Savern when I heard about the fire. I burned the last few letters and rode for Litheria that night. Two days later, I was here and you’d been arrested for treason.”
“Two days?” I balked.
That journey was easily twice that at a hard pace. He would’ve had to ride hell-for-leather, nonstop, for the whole of it to cover that kind of ground. No wonder he’d looked so exhausted when Tommy’s men had delivered me the other night. I suddenly recalled that he’d taken our pair of low-bred Petrion geldings to Tuvria, rather than Lazerin stock.
“I’m surprised those two nags survived such hard use,” I marveled.
His stiff silence told me they hadn’t.
I immediately regretted calling them nags.
“The news was almost two weeks old by the time I heard it,” he said. “If I had-”
His words dropped off the moment he slipped the last of the bandage from my hand, revealing the seared palm and fingers beneath. Angry red was interspersed with patches of sickly white. If you looked closely enough, you could see the outlines of tiny symbols branded into my ruined skin – the same symbols that adorned the Lodestone, the eerie white monolith that the Origin priests had placed in the desecrated Temple of Adulil.
The slight tightening of Quintin’s grip told me he was looking closely. He’d fallen dangerously still, staring down at the marks. I stared, too, feeling exposed and inexplicably ashamed.
“He called it the Prayer of Ishum.”
I don’t know why I said it. He hadn’t asked and I’d all but sworn never to speak of it. The words came out flat and hollow, as if some part of me was determined to pretend that none of it had touched me.
“And your back?” he ground out. “Metal tips?”
Silver, child, to purify you. Leather is for barbarians.
“A metal whip,” I answered.
I’d never seen anything like it, tiny links of silver woven and braided into flexible lengths, shimmering and merciless. The Red Priest was not a strong man, but his strokes had carved my flesh like hot wax.
After a long, terrible moment, Quintin pried open the tin of ointment on his lap and smeared a careful layer of it over my burns. His touch was gentle but his every movement was stiff and forced, his anger barely contained behind that rigid composure. I watched him wind a fresh bandage around my palm and fingers, his face ashen and jaw clenched.
He’d come back for us. He’d run our two sorry Petrion geldings into the ground just on a trace of hope that somehow, some of us might still be alive. And upon arriving, finding me locked away where no sane person would dare follow, he’d drawn blood and broken bones to see me freed.
I had come so desperately close to breaking. I had been one cruel touch away from betraying everyone and everything I ever cared about. I had resigned myself to the absolute certainty that I would die, screaming, in that awful place.
I had given up, but he hadn’t, and that was the only reason I was still alive.
When he was finished, Quintin stood in a single stiff motion, his face having long since reverted to the tightly-controlled mask I remembered so well. Without another word to me, he gathered the remaining bandages and jars back into the satchel and turned to leave. I snatched his hand as he passed, ignoring the sharp sting on my freshly-tended palm. He lurched to a startled halt.
“Thank you,” I said, meaning far more than just for the tending.
His guarded blue eyes considered me for a long moment. Then, after a single wordless nod, he slipped his fingers from mine and disappeared out the door.



Chapter 11
In the deep hours of early morning, we made our escape. Quintin came for me when the moon was well past her zenith, the guttering lantern beside my bed throwing hard-edged shadows across his face.
“Ready?” he asked.
I stood from where I’d been sitting for the last hour, anxiously perched on the edge of my cot. Biting back a wince at the pain in my feet, I nodded and followed him out.
Every step was grueling, even with the aid of his elbow to steady me. Before we even reached the exterior door, I was wavering on my feet. Quintin shot me a look, his arm tensing beneath my bandaged palm.
“I’m fine,” I grumbled, though I paused and leaned a bit more on him. After a moment, I mustered my resolve and forged onward through the door.
The alleyway was just as narrow and gloomy as I remembered, the overcast night making the scattered debris even harder to see. At the far end, where the dingy lane opened up onto a marginally-less-dingy street, Tommy and his handful of boys waited with horses and a cart.
The distance between them and us felt immeasurable, though it couldn’t have been more than twenty yards. Compared to the handful of steps it took to reach the privy from my cot, it might as well have been twenty leagues.
Broken, I might have been, but I was still a Lazerin. I shoved that swell of despair down deep, gritted my teeth, and forced my throbbing feet to move.
I made it five steps before my legs gave out.
Quintin caught me before I fell, his arm snaking around my waist with startling speed. A choked yelp burst from me at the press against the wounds on my back. Muttering a curse under his breath, he scooped me up into his arms as carefully as he could and started toward the cart.
For all that it hurt my ruined back, it hurt my pride more.
“I can do it,” I protested in a feeble snarl. It sounded just as childish and unconvincing as you might imagine.
He didn’t even look at me. “I know.”
Tommy’s boys were bustling around the cart when we reached the street, the man himself waiting with a smug grin.
“Got somethin’ for ye, lass.”
Quintin followed him to the front of the wagon, still carrying me as though I weighed no more than a sack of grain. There, a stalwart black stallion shifted in the harness, his breath steaming in the cold night air. The beast turned toward me, looking profoundly displeased, and my eyes went wide in recognition.
“Valor,” I breathed.
His dappled gray coat had been concealed entirely with soot, turning him a deep, mottled black hue. I didn’t blame him for being upset. He wasn’t trained to the harness, and the ash made him look dull and common.
“The city guard’s been on the lookout for ‘im,” Tommy said. “He’s a bit conspicuous. Not easy to hide a damned horse, but I didn’t think ye’d want to leave ‘im behind.”
Valor snuffled the bandaged palm I offered, my eyes burning with relief and joy.
“It’s brilliant,” I whispered. “Thank you.”
The cart had been filled with straw and bales of wool, along with a variety of travel supplies. At the center, they’d arranged a small recess with a thick fleece mat. Quintin settled me into the discreet niche and covered me with a pile of blankets. Pale eyes met mine as he crouched beside me. I gave him a wordless nod, confirming I would be alright. Within minutes, the tarp was lashed into place, blocking out the starless sky, and we set off into the dark.
My heart hammered so loud I’d have sworn it would give us away when the cart groaned to a halt at the city gates. The clinking rattle of several sets of armor approached, a single authoritative voice filing through a series of long-practiced questions. Tommy responded with flawless ease, but the suspicion in the guard’s tone set my teeth on edge.
I held my breath in sheer terror when the canvas overhead rippled and snapped, one corner yanked back to reveal the bales of wool just above my right shoulder. The man was so close, I could have reached up and touched him. All he had to do was lift the tarp a few more inches, and we were all as good as dead.
“Shouldn’t you be bringing wool into the city?” the guard challenged.
“Oh, aye, if the world were right ‘n a man’s sweat were worth what it ought,” Tommy’s indignant tone rang out in reply. “But those cheap bastards at the fleecers’ guild wanna see me starve. Told ‘em where they could stick their twelve coppers ‘n decided to take my business elsewhere.” His swaggering steps scuffed alongside the wagon, approaching the guard near my shoulder. “Heard Kingston’s paying twenty.”
The guard grunted and tugged the tarp back into place. “Can’t let you through before first light. Steward’s orders.”
Tommy let out a groan of protest. “Come on, lad. If I get a head start, I can beat the rest of the poor bastards like me to Kingston, sell this lot, and be home by supper.”
The following pause told me they weren’t taking the bait. An edge of sly familiarity crept into Tommy’s voice.
“Look, if it’s the toll you’re frettin’ over, ye can be sure this ain’t my first trip to the White City.” Coins clinked as he dug in his pouch. “I pay my taxes, same as any man.” A tense silence was followed by a few more metallic chimes.
“Get on, then.”
“Pleasure doin’ business with ye, lads.”
I released the breath I’d been holding and sent a prayer of thanks to whatever gods might be listening as the cart lurched forward and we ambled through the gate.



Chapter 12
On the fourth day, the fever crept in. Whether it was from my injuries or the cold, I’m not sure, but it clung to me with a will. I sweated and trembled under my blankets, fading in and out of consciousness for the remaining two days of our snow-fraught journey.
I remember only bits and pieces of what followed. A painful jostle as the cart rattled into the courtyard of my childhood home. The snap of the tarp being thrown back. A flurry of tight voices and a feeling of weightlessness as I was lifted on the woolen mat and carried into the house. Someone called for a physician. Tommy barked at his boys. But when I cracked my eyelids, it was Quintin’s face that hovered over mine, brows knit with worry.
Stupid Tuvrian, I thought. If I die, you’ll finally be free.
Then a soft bed rushed up to cradle me and I faded back into the abyss.
When I finally woke, it was to a warm, bright room that smelled faintly of eucalyptus. I floated on a sea of clouds, a plush duvet tucked snugly around my legs. My stained cotton shift had been replaced with one of soft linen and the stiff, tugging sensation of stitches was gone from my back.
My eyelids felt unwontedly heavy, the lashes clinging together, but I forced them to blink away the haze. Once clear, they drifted across achingly familiar furnishings until they landed on a hunched figure in a nearby chair. He was fixated on his hands, head bowed over them clasped between his knees.
 “You need a hobby,” I croaked.
Quintin’s head shot up, surprise and relief painted across his abnormally unschooled face. He leapt from his seat fast enough to make me dizzy. One callused hand felt at my forehead.
“I’ll fetch the medic.” He was already halfway to the door before I could open my mouth to argue. Not that I would have, exhausted as I was.
He returned in short order with a man and a woman in tow. The first examined me dispassionately, gauging my temperature, measuring my pulse, inspecting my eyes. When he was satisfied, the man withdrew, and I could hear him speaking to someone out in the hallway. The woman remained, settling delicately on the bed at my side and reminding me with a pang of my mother, although they looked nothing alike. Perhaps it was merely her age and her gentle disposition. Light brown hair was streaked with hints of silver over deep blue eyes.
“Welcome back, Elivya.”
“Who are you?” I asked.
She smiled in that charmed, forgiving way adults do when a child asks a foolish question. “My name is Maria. I am Lord Elliot’s wife.”
“Have we…met before?”
“Long ago. You were only a small child at the time. My husband is your father’s cousin. He fostered here as a boy. He and your father were very close, once.” Her face fell, kind eyes softening with sympathy. “I am so sorry for your loss. I can’t even imagine.”
I couldn’t find the will to utter a polite reply.
Sensing my reticence, she poured a glass of water from a nearby pitcher and helped me take a drink.
“You’re the new lords of House Lazerin,” I realized aloud.
“We are stewards only,” she replied firmly, setting the glass aside. “But that is a conversation for another time. For now, you should rest.” She stood and smoothed her skirts. “You are safe here. Your father visited us not long ago. Elliot and I…” She gave her head a small shake, dismissing whatever she had meant to say. “Just know that you have our support, no matter what.”
Such a strange thing to say, for someone I didn’t even know, but there was no deception on her face. She and her husband were kin and I knew better than to undervalue a potential ally. I had so few remaining to me. So I forced a small smile and said, “Thank you.”
As Maria slipped out the door, I caught a glimpse of the figures in the hall. The physician stood in clear view, his stoic tone cataloguing my condition to whomever was listening. Beyond him, I could make out a simple evergreen doublet and dark hair streaked with gray. Lord Elliot, most likely. A tiny flash of gold peeked around the frame’s edge opposite him, but before I could make out its shape – a cuff or a bit of skirt, given the height – the door clicked shut.
Too exhausted to speculate, I slumped back against my pillows and closed my eyes for what seemed like only a few seconds. In reality, it must have been at least several minutes because when a quiet knock shook me alert again, the voices outside the door had vanished and Quintin had settled back into his chair.
A wide-eyed kitchen boy slipped into the room, a steaming bowl clutched between his hands. I didn’t recognize him, but then it had been years since I’d been home. He gawked rudely at me for a long moment before my guardian rose to claim the bowl from him and sent him fleeing with a single withering scowl.
“Nice to see you haven’t lost your touch,” I mused.
Quintin shuffled back to his seat, soup in hand. “Plenty of practice, while I was away.”
I eyed his wrinkled tunic. “How long have you been sitting there?”
Blue eyes dodged mine. “A while.”
He held the bowl up to my lips and I took a long, slow draught of broth.
“We arrived three days ago,” he added when he withdrew it again. “No sign of pursuit, but Lord Elliot has doubled the patrols. If they come looking for you, we’ll have plenty of warning.”
I glanced out the nearby window. “Where’s Tommy?”
Quintin nodded toward the hallway. “Off stealing the silver, most like.” I huffed a feeble laugh and one corner of his mouth tugged upward. “Lord Elliot put them all up in the servants’ quarters.”
“And you?”
“The garrison bunks.” He paused to shoot me a pointed look. “Which are appallingly empty, by the way.”
“Samson’s usually here, but with my father gone…” The sudden reminder of all I had lost drove away that brief moment of levity between us. “He’s probably at the fort overseeing the winter patrols. We don’t usually keep men here at the house.”
The troubled look on his face told me his thoughts on the matter.
“I’d like to say I’ll see it remedied,” I offered with a grim smirk, “but it isn’t really my call anymore, is it?”
His brows flicked together and he dropped his gaze to the bowl in his hands. We both knew the truth of it. I had no title, no money, no future, and no earthly idea what, if anything, I was going to do about any of it.



Chapter 13
Telling Shera’s father, Eustace, that his daughter had taken my place on the pyre was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do – nearly as brutal as telling Stephan and Amita that two of their three sons were dead.
But facing James’ widow was harder.
I went to see her as soon as I was strong enough to sit a horse. With the aid of a mounting box – gods, Samson would pitch a fit – I heaved myself up onto one of the small stable palfreys and followed Quintin out into the snow.
Tommy came, too, having been the one to locate her for me. I hadn’t been able to bring myself to ask Amita. My father’s chamberlain was still too lost in her own grief to trouble with mine. I knew Amita would have already told her of James’ death, but Leanne deserved to know all the things I hadn’t been able to bring myself to tell his mother.
Like how James thought of her, and their child, at the end. That he loved her above all others. And that I’d ended his life with my own hands, slipping a vial of Widow’s Tears into the bottle of valerian that had barely helped ease his suffering.
I’d put all of it into writing, once, but the letter I’d given Tommy for her had never been sent. To send it now, when I was but a brief ride from her family’s farm, smacked of cowardice. She deserved to hear it from me.
Two men I guessed to be her father and brother were hard at work repairing a broken hay cart when we rode up to the homestead around midday. Both their faces tightened when Tommy asked after Leanne. Father and son exchanged a brief glance before the younger reluctantly pointed us onward to a stone house nearby.
Far too soon, our horses stood clustered on the frozen grass outside the tidy cottage. Tommy watched in silence from atop his mount as Quintin helped me down from the saddle. The Tuvrian glanced toward the little house, his expression grim.
“Shall I come with you?”
“No,” I murmured in reply. Tempted as I was to accept his offer, this was mine alone to do. With effort, I smothered my trepidation and brushed past him, my eyes fixed on the front door.
My leaden feet trudged up to the snow-dusted front step, lungs already laboring from even that limited exertion. My thick gloves muffled the rapping of my knuckles on the wood, but I soon heard the sounds of movement from within. The door shuddered and opened, and all at once I understood the joy I’d seen on James’ face when he spoke of her.
She was lovely. A simple wool dress hugged her elegant frame, a saffron braid draped over one shoulder. Her bright hazel eyes reminded me of a clear spring dawn, the color of the outer fields just before the first rays of sunlight hit them. She had cheeks as pink and full as her lips.
But her well-fitted dress was wrinkled and her braid unwashed. Her cheeks were pink from crying, her lips chewed raw. Those bright eyes were sunken and wreathed in shadows, and at the sight of my face, they filled to the brim with hate.
“…What do you want?” One hand clutched the bulging swell of her belly.
“I’m-”
“I know who you are,” she snapped. “What are you doing here?”
I suddenly second-guessed seeking her out, thrown wholly off-balance by the loathing in her voice. Her hatred for me consumed her like a wildfire. It was all I could do to compose intelligible speech in the face of it.
“I…I had hoped to speak with you.”
“Why are you here?” she demanded. Tears welled in her eyes.
I forced myself to keep going, but my tongue tripped over the words. “Just to talk…I…James wanted-”
“No, you,” she hissed, jabbing one finger at me, “You do not get to say his name! I knew something would happen if he went back. I thought he might just plant a bastard in you, and I could have lived with that, but no. You couldn’t have him, so why should I, was that it? He finally escapes your claws and you find a way to get him killed?”
“That’s not…” My feeble protest wilted in the face of her rage and my guilt.
“Get out,” she seethed. “Stay away from me.”
I took a step back, trembling. “Please…I just-”
“Go!”
The sound of boots on the frozen grass announced the arrival of her concerned family, no doubt drawn by the shouting. A hand closed on my shoulder, pulling me away. Quintin steered me back toward our mounts while Tommy exchanged hushed words with Leanne’s father and brother, a glimpse of a crinkled letter flashing between them. My guardian heaved me up into the saddle and, without daring to look back, I fled like a coward toward home.
Lost in my misery, I didn’t wait for help when I reached the manor, reining my small mare to a halt outside the stable with Quintin and Tommy hot on my heels. Deaf to their shouts of protest, I swung one leg over the saddle and promptly collapsed to the ground, lacking the strength to control my descent. I hit the cobbles hard, knees barking and right palm burning as the stones rushed up to meet both, sending waves of sharp pain through bruised flesh and broken bones. A choked yelp tore from me, echoing through the courtyard and drawing every nearby gaze.
I didn’t care. Couldn’t. Even if I’d had the fortitude to pick myself up off the ground in that moment, I don’t think my legs would’ve had the strength to obey. So I simply sat, humiliated, angry, and heartbroken on the cobblestones.
Hurried steps closed on me, cold leather creaking as Quintin knelt at my side. Cautious hands gripped my shoulders, bracing me against the hurt and the cold.
“Easy, miss,” came his familiar phrase of comfort at my ear. He slung one arm around my back and hauled me to my feet. “It’s just her grief talking. She’ll come around.”
I shook my head, wishing he’d just left me there. “You don’t understand… I killed him, Quintin. I killed him with my own hands.”
He fell utterly still beside me and I looked up just in time to see the horror on his face before he buried it behind that mask of his.
When I pulled from Quintin’s grip and limped off into the house, Tommy’s sharp eyes followed me the whole way. I knew he understood, but Quintin didn’t, and for some reason, that matter more.

Dusk was bleeding through my window when he came to see me. I’d spent a few miserable hours drifting in and out of a fitful sleep, exhausted but in too much pain to find any meaningful measure of rest. The ride back from Leanne’s had made every broken bone feel snapped anew.
The latch clicked shut behind him, a hesitant pause preceding the steady drum of his boots across the floor and the creak of the chair as he sank down into it. Still curled up on my side, I watched him, watching me through his careful mask.
“He was dead long before you poisoned him, Elivya,” he murmured.
Tommy.
I dragged myself upright, tucking my legs under me on the bed.
“And yet I’m the one who gets to carry his face.”
“Yes.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “But it is one you should carry lightly. Mercy is the most honorable reason there is to take a life.”
“And Amenon?” I challenged. “Where was the honor in that?”
Quintin blew his breath out his nose. “I am not an Elder or a priest. It is not my place to judge the lives you take.”
“I don’t need a priest to tell me I should feel shame.”
He didn’t respond to that. The knowledge of it hung between us. Everything my parents and I had done, we’d done with good intentions; a necessary evil in service of the preservation of our people. But the ends only justify the means when the ends are met, and we’d fallen far short of success. Now, the King was dead and Selice was missing. Instead of tipping the scales and saving my nation, I had fed it into the mouth of the snake. Amenon’s death was murder, plain and simple.
“Who was the fourth?” Quintin’s quiet voice cut through my thoughts, catching me off-guard.
“…What?”
He stared at his hands where they hung between his knees. “You said four, when I asked. Who was the fourth?”
“…One of the soldiers who attacked the house.”
His head jerked up in surprise. “You fought one of them?”
I angled my head at him in reproach for thinking so highly of me. “I rode him down in the courtyard.”
He stared at me through the thick silence that followed, regret peeking out from behind his careful mask. The sight of it pricked my eyes with hot, hateful tears.
He wanted so badly to find a measure of worth in me, some kind of validation to his service, but there was no redeeming action to make up for the things I’d done. I couldn’t claim to have bested my opponent in fair combat. I couldn’t point to a newly-crowned queen on Alesia’s throne to justify the murder of Adulil’s own blood. I hadn’t even honored the dying wish of my oldest friend.
“You see it, now, don’t you?” I remarked bitterly. “You shouldn’t have come back.”
He didn’t deserve to remain bound to my shame. He had sworn his swords to my father, a good and honorable man. I would not keep him trapped here, beholden to me. This, at least, I could do right.
“With my father gone,” I said slowly, “your oath passes to me, does it not?”
His eyes narrowed a fraction. “…It does.”
I nodded and swallowed hard, forcing myself to hold that pale gaze and offer him a feeble smile. “Then I can finally give you what you deserve – what you’ve wanted since the day you were assigned to me.”
Quintin’s face fell as he realized what I meant to do. “Don’t,” he grated out, the single word sharp and rough.
“I am the last of the high Lazerin blood,” I pressed on, each word forced past my lips. “The line to which you owe your allegiance-”
“Don’t.”
“-and I release you from the service of my House.”
His brows knit, careful composure faltering to reveal a storm of hurt and anger beneath.
“Go home, Quintin.”
He stood abruptly, glaring down at me in wounded silence a moment before he turned on his heel and stormed from the room.



Chapter 14
TOMMY
I never did much mind the cold. There ain’t always coin for firewood and the drafty dens of Dockside ain’t exactly cozy. You learn early on that complainin’ about a thing don’t make it disappear. You learn to find the little bit of good in the misery, like the peace and quiet of the snow and the wind when everyone else is inside snugged up ‘round the hearth.
I had to own, as I leaned against a corner post in the barn, the place had a certain charm. A steady dusting of snow recoated every surface as I watched the heavy flakes fall from just beneath the edge of the roof. A stable full of fine horses shuffled in their stalls at my back. Beyond the side gate before me, a vast paddock stretched to the horizon, rolling hills dotted with barren, frosted trees. I could only imagine how it looked in the green months.
This was Ana’s home. More of a home than I could’ve ever given her. Certainly more of one than our flea-infested shithole by the docks. She’d never complained, though. Not once. Just took care of all those who couldn’t care for themselves, beneath Fenton’s roof. I suppose that’s somethin’ she passed along in her blood, since Elivya spent more time frettin’ over her failure to take down the priest than anything else. I’d tried to take her mind off it, to get her to focus on her healin’ instead. I’d even gotten a few smiles out of her, tellin’ her stories of her mother back in the old days, but those smiles always faded and those shadows always seemed to come back into her eyes.
Stupid girl. As stubborn as her damned mother, and reckless to boot. Ana was never so foolhardy. Always careful. Too careful, sometimes. I’d seen her pass up a juicy mark just because she got a bad feelin’ about it. Nah, Elivya must’ve gotten that piece from her father. I couldn’t help but hate him a bit, though I knew Ana wouldn’t have settled for anything less than the best kind of man. He’d given her a good life, far from the stink and the noise of the city. All things considered, I was glad she’d wound up here, in the peace and quiet of the countryside with a full belly and people who loved her, even knowin’ what she was.
I was enjoyin’ that same bit of peace and quiet until the sound of heavy, hurried steps interrupted it. Peering over my shoulder, I spotted the sheared Tuvrian dropping a leather rucksack to the stable floor a short ways behind me. Didn’t take much to read him. He was wide open, unaware as he was of me standin’ there. As he grabbed a bridle and started my way, I knew exactly what had happened, and what he was about.
“Where ye goin’, lad,” I sighed and felt a glimmer of satisfaction when he planted his feet in surprise.
One of those thick hands had already closed on the hilt over his left shoulder, his eyes picking me out in the shadow of the doorway. Recognizing my face, he relaxed and resumed his determined march toward the stalls near me, offering no reply.
I twisted the rest of the way around. “Asked ye a question, boy.”
“Not really your business, is it?” he growled back, unlatching one wooden half-door and slipping inside.
“Depends.” I strolled over to the stall and leaned against the frame, throwing an edge of warning into my tone. “That girl up there’s my business, make no mistake.”
He was moving quick, in a hurry to cut and run, hands tugging the loops of the reins loose. “She doesn’t want me here.”
I crossed my arms. “That what she said, or is that what ye heard?” Most men are too damned stupid to know the difference. By the looks of it, this one was, too.
He shot me that icy glare of his, the one I reckoned made most men think twice about drawin’ on him. But ye don’t live as long as I have, doin’ what I do, without a pair of iron bollocks, and it takes more than some northern pup’s hard eyes to make ‘em shrivel.
“Ye wouldn’t be the first man to mistake the one for the other,” I assured.
He gave up trying to stare me down and slipped the bridle over the gelding’s ears. The beast trailed him out into the aisle and over to the rack of saddles on the far wall. I pushed off my post and followed.
“Come on, lad. We both know ye didn’t put two nags in the ground just to break her out and walk away.”
He heaved a saddle onto the gelding’s back and went to work on the girth, ignoring me as I circled around to lean my back against the wall a few feet down from him. I crossed my arms and waited.
“She dismissed me,” he finally replied, his throat tight around the words.
“And I don’t suppose it ever occurred to ye why she’d do such a thing.”
“Does it matter?”
His tone was sharp, but I could hear the hurt behind it. Despite the fairly vivid memory of his steel at my throat, I’d developed a bit of a soft spot for the boy. He’d barreled into my hideout and taken down six of my best men without killin’ a single one. I know better than most that it’s far easier to just carve ‘em up and be done with it. They can’t come back to bury a knife between your shoulders, if they’re dead. Wasn’t no mercy in those hard eyes, though, when he’d disarmed me in a matter of seconds and sent me to the floor. Wasn’t nothin’ but purpose in ‘em, single-minded and unwavering.
“I know why ye came back, lad,” I murmured. His hands fell still on the stirrups. “Seen enough of this world to know that some oaths can’t be undone. Enough to know that you lot don’t swear such things lightly.”
Aside from the few far country lads I’d known in my time, I’d pried enough pieces from him in the last few weeks to put a rough picture of it together. His reaction only confirmed my suspicions.
“What ye promised her father, ye still owe.”
His fingers tightened on the leather straps. “Not if she doesn’t want me here. My oath has conditions.”
“Whatever it is she said to ye, I’d bet a stack of silver she’s said worse.”
Girl’s got a mouth like a North Sea sailor.
I thought it best to keep that last bit to myself.
“She dismissed me, Tommy. Told me to go home. Doesn’t get much clearer than that.”
“And where is home, exactly?” I challenged. “Sure as hell ain’t Tuvria, not with that ink on yer back.”
Wrong thing to say, I guess. He yanked the last few straps into place, lashed his pack behind the saddle, and started for the courtyard without another word. I didn’t move from my spot against the wall, just watched him stalk past in all his youthful, brooding glory.
“They’ll come for her,” I warned. “Her and the Queen both. Ye know they will.”
He didn’t even hesitate, the cold bastard. It made me unaccountably angry, to see him still determined to leave her behind. I needed him to stay. She needed him to stay, even if she’d never admit it out loud. Ain’t no better protection than a Tuvrian guard, and I’d a feeling Ana’s daughter would need as much, before the end. But if the terms of his oath allowed him to leave, my words alone wouldn’t be enough to convince him.
Forgive me, lass…
“She writes yer name like she’s afraid of it.”
His steps faltered and dragged to a halt just outside the stable doors. I shoved off the wall and shuffled a few careless paces out into middle of the aisle.
“Can tell a lot about a person by the way they make lines on paper,” I added.
He turned, then, hard eyes widening a hair when they landed on the crumpled letter I’d withdrawn from the inner pocket of my jacket. I ignored him, turning it over in my hands.
“Quick ‘n jagged when they’re angry, big loopy curves when they write their lovers, ‘n so on. Ye get the picture. In every other letter she gave me, her script’s precise. Purposeful. Even writin’ the widow, she didn’t flinch. But yours…” I ran my thumb over the peppering of faint black dots scattered across the back side. “Lass hesitates, in yours. Bit o’extra ink, ye ken, soaks into the paper.”
He might as well have been made of stone, for how little he moved, standing there staring at me while snow gathered on those broad shoulders. I finally turned to face him and held the folded parchment up beside my head, cocking a brow.
“Especially in the part about the woods. Near a full inkwell went te waste on that bit.”
Hot fury flashed across his face and he practically lunged across the few steps between us to snatch it from my grip. “You read it?”
“Don’t be dense. O’course I fucking read it.”
There was a hunger in his eyes and I could tell he wanted to tear it open right then and there and devour its contents, but Tuvrians are a notoriously private lot. He stuffed it into his tunic instead.
“Ye ever tell her I gave ye that, she’ll never speak te me again.”
His jaw tightened. “I’ll be over the Montrean border before she even notices I’m gone.”
“Yer a damned fool, if ye think she won’t.”
He didn’t respond, but didn’t turn to leave either, which was a step in the right direction. I could see the battle on his face, see that deep hurt and the anger he was using to bury it. Every haggard year of my life hung like a flat of bricks on my back.
“Ye want to go, then go, lad,” I said with a sigh. “She set ye free to make yer own choice. But whatever ye decide, make sure it’s what ye really want. Her father might not be around to hold ye to it, but I sure as hell will.”
I left him there in the quiet and the cold. Whether he stayed or went, ‘least I could tell Ana I’d done all I could for her daughter when I met her on the Far Shore. I could still see her in my head, forever sixteen with sharp eyes and sharper blades, a tangled mess of cleverness and hate that gave her beauty a deadly edge. Within five minutes, she could know the weak point of any man, could use it to twist him to her will. It wouldn’t have taken her five seconds, with that Tuvrian.
He was ruled by his honor, his duty, by whatever oath he’d sworn to the Lord of Lazerin. It chained him like some ill-tempered mongrel, snarling at passers-by but never questioning the tether that bound him. Turning my face to the sky, I spared a thought for the woman who could have brought that miserable boy to heel with a few well-crafted words, and lamented my own attempts in comparison.
Gave it my best, lass.
I could almost hear her laughing.



Chapter 15
ELIVYA
I woke with the dawn peeking through my curtains, a reminder of my old routine – a hopeful thought, until I remembered that Quintin was gone.
I lifted my right hand in the dim light, examining the patchwork of fresh pink skin and white sigils on my palm. I’d nearly come to terms with the fact that the latter would never fully fade. Those marks would stay with me, always, a bitter reminder of the damp dark and the debt I owed.
As if I could ever forget.
With Solomon’s face stirring the coals in my chest, I hauled my worthless corpse out of bed and across the room to my dresser. The bundle of my sword belt lay expectantly atop it, just as it had been for weeks, the gleam of my Freyjan shield staring me down in silent accusation.
Weakling.
The effort it took just to pull my sword from its sheath only drove that barb in further. I could barely grip the hilt, the muscles of my hand and forearm aching in protest.
As usual, too stubborn for good sense, I picked out a spot in the sitting area of my bedroom and gave the steel a few cautious swings. Encouraged by the fact that I didn’t accidentally disembowel the nearby couch, I started in on a feeble imitation of my most basic one-handed drills.
Up, cross, throat, hamstring, backswing. Repeat.
It started slow, my fingers protesting at having to hold on to something so heavy, my wrist complaining about the twists and turns. I forced them to obey, pushing on through one pitiful round and into another. My broken ribs expressed their pointed objections to the exertion, but there was a grim sort of satisfaction in the pain.
“Your backstroke is still sloppy.”
I froze, chest heaving, every breath a knife through my sides. I couldn’t move, couldn’t turn to face him, leaden feet anchoring me in place.
“I thought I told you to keep up your drills,” he added, and that familiar drawl of disapproval undid me.
My face crumpled with startling abruptness, a trembling smile twisting its way across my lips. A shudder of relieved tears threatened to follow, but I bit my lip and sucked in a sharp, bracing breath to smother them.
“I thought I told you to go.” My throat barely shook the words loose, ruining my attempt at sounding annoyed.
“I don’t have to listen to you anymore, remember?”
A short, aching laugh slipped through my nostrils. “Like you ever did,” I muttered. My ragged smile faded. “Thought you’d be halfway to Montar by now.”
He shifted behind me, setting the floorboards to creaking. “My place is here.”
The certainty with which he said it nearly shattered my fragile composure again. I tightened my grip on the hilt of my sword to steady me, using the pain of the cramp in my forearm to tamp down the tempest within.
I hadn’t realized until that moment how desperately I’d wanted him to stay, how terrified I was to be alone. Whatever pull of guilt or duty had brought him back to Litheria, whatever misgivings he had about me or the things I’d done, in the end none of it mattered as much as the simple truth:
Given a choice, he’d chosen to stay.
“Now put that damned thing away before Lady Maria sees you,” he grumbled. “I don’t feel like sitting through another lecture.”
I finally turned to find him standing just inside the doorway with a small stack of books tucked under one arm. Though he’d forgone his leather armor, his baldric was strapped over the linen tunic he wore.
“I take it she wasn’t pleased about yesterday,” I mused.
One pale brow ticked upward. “She wasn’t half as bad as Amita.”
I huffed a laugh at the thought of James’ intractable mother, hands on hips and half his size, scolding the big Tuvrian like an unruly child.
“Brought you these.” He hefted the three volumes in his hands. “Thought you might want something to pass the time.”
I crossed to him to examine the spines and found myself pleasantly surprised.
“Amita said they were your favorites.”
I offered no resistance when he pried the blade from my hand, too distracted by the books. My liberated fingers eased the middle one from the stack and, with my nose already buried in the first chapter, I wandered blindly toward the couch.
“You should have gotten something for yourself.”
I stopped short the moment the words were out of my mouth, realizing too late the gravity of the assumption I’d made. Literacy was generally limited to the noble and merchant classes, a skill passed down through necessity of station. Those whose trades did not rely upon the written word often never learned to read or write.
“Gods, I’m sorry,” I blurted, spinning to find him making his way back over from my dresser, where he’d returned my sword to its sheath. “That was inconsiderate of me.”
He deposited the two remaining books onto the low table between us. “I know how to read,” he drawled, clearly more amused than offended, which only served to make me feel worse.
“Right. Sorry,” I muttered again.
I tried not to stare when he unbuckled his baldric, snatched a book off the table, and slumped into a plush armchair, but the sight of it was so utterly unlike him that I couldn’t help myself. In a simple tunic with the morning sun on his skin, he looked remarkably ordinary. Not the immovable Tuvrian sentinel I remembered. Just a man. It felt almost like an intrusion on my part, to see him thus.
I perched on my couch as though it were made of thorns and tried to study the pages in my hand, but my eyes kept drifting up over the top of my book to eye the improbable sight across from me. Five times, I badgered them back down to their task, until Quintin finally heaved an irritated sigh.
“What?”
I chewed my lip a moment. “Why didn’t you write to us?”
He stiffened, keeping his gaze fixed on his book. “I don’t know my letters well enough.”
“…But you can read.”
“I can write, when necessary,” he clarified tightly, “but we are discouraged from doing so from a young age.”
“Why?”
He lifted his free hand and flexed his fingers. “It encourages a weakness in the hands. Develops the smaller muscles in the fingers rather than those that strengthen your grip.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I scoffed.
A wry smirk and a shrug was all my indignation earned me. “You asked.”
I rolled my eyes at the absurdity of it and he retreated back to his book. After a long moment, I stole one more glance at him over mine. Despite my lingering bitterness over his absence, I’d missed the scowling brute more than I cared to admit. I had admitted it, once and only once, when I thought I was going to my death. Thankfully Tommy had never sent that letter, and with any luck, it was long since burned.
“There’s something else,” Quintin murmured at length, pulling me from my thoughts. “Something you should know.”
I glanced up to find him watching me with a hesitant frown.
“The Queen is here.”



Chapter 16
Selice didn’t come to see me, which was no great surprise, and the few messages I sent went unanswered. Every time I asked after her, I was met with evasion and uncomfortable smiles. All I managed to get from Maria was that the young Queen was safe and well before my hostess firmly changed the subject.
The overarching message was clear enough: Selice wanted nothing to do with me.
The physician, on the other hand, was more than happy to spend a solid hour berating me for my foolish foray to Leanne’s. Despite my protests, the pinched-faced old medic declared me confined to my chambers and tasked Quintin with ensuring my obedience.
Which, of course, he did. Turncoat.
I’d never been one to tolerate weakness in myself, no matter the reason, and the confinement only worsened my bitterness. Every time I unwittingly reached for something with my left hand or caught sight of my mangled hair in the mirror, I was reminded of Solomon. I felt his hand in every twinge beneath my splint, every pull of the scabs on my back, every ache in my feet. I couldn’t help but wonder how much of the damage would be permanent.
Tommy visited every day or so, sitting with me for hours at a time to give Quintin a break. When he wasn’t spinning colorful stories, he was growling about one annoyance or another. Most often, those complaints concerned Quintin or the household staff.
Eyeballin’ me as though I’m like to pinch somethin’. Bastards ought remember who it was brought ye here.
It suddenly struck me, one day, that I’d never thanked him for that – for any of it. He had lost so much on my account. It was forging the King’s seal that had gotten his warehouse burned down, his men killed and scattered. Despite losing his entire livelihood, he had stood by me, sheltering me and putting himself at great risk to sneak me out of the city. I asked Quintin to fetch him for me, along with the three men who had rescued me from the prison.
I paced the room while I waited, worrying they’d refuse to see me, but after a long while they filed in, all shuffling boots and strained silence. Quintin held back, watching discreetly from the door. Tommy lingered to one side, his three lads arrayed before me, short-brimmed hats in their hands and eyes fixed on the floor.
“Thank you for coming,” I said.
“Miss,” they each mumbled in turn.
“May I ask your names?”
They exchanged a glance and sounded off. The eldest, somewhere in his mid-twenties, was Daniel. He’d been the one to pry the spikes from my feet. The younger two, I judged to both be somewhere near my own age. The tallest, Will, had been the one to haul me out of the citadel dungeons and again into the hideout. The smaller was named Matt and had met us with the horses.
“I asked you here to thank you,” I said. “I know you didn’t come for me of your own volition, but I owe all of you a great debt. Whatever resentment you might hold for me, or for the danger my retrieval put you in, I do not expect you to set it aside but if I may, I would reward you for the incredible risk you took on my behalf.”
I drew myself up a bit straighter, trying to find that elusive point between dignity and humility.
“The House of Lazerin grants you one boon each,” I declared, and all three of their heads snapped up in surprise. “Whatever you wish, if I can, I will grant it.”
Their startled faces quickly shifted toward cautious excitement, the three young men turning to one another to converse in hurried whispers. I waited patiently until Daniel waved a hand to shush his companions. His sharp, wary gaze settled back on me.
“No offense, miss, but is that even yours to offer?”
I gave him a small, rueful smile. “Lady Maria will honor your requests, so long as they fall within the scope of reason.”
That seemed to satisfy him, but he wasn’t about to rush such a rare opportunity. “May we have some time to consider?”
“Of course. Come to me when you’ve decided.”
They scurried from the room in lively form, the younger two still exchanging excited murmurs. Tommy made to follow them out, shaking his head and grumbling.
“Wait,” I called after him, bringing his steps to a reluctant halt. His lean frame remained tense and hunched as he turned, hazel eyes finding mine.
“Ye didn’t need to do that,” he growled.
“They saved my life.”
“Ye can give ‘em ten gold apiece and they’ll still spend it in a month on dice and whores.”
“I’d see them have it all the same.”
He threw up his hands and began to turn away again.
“Tommy.” He froze. I shot Quintin a weighted glance and he slipped from the room, leaving us alone.
“Ain’t nothin’ I want from ye, lass,” he said after a long silence.
“What you deserve is beyond my reach to give.” I took a breath and willed my voice not to tremble. “You took me in when I had nowhere else to go and hid me at great risk to yourself and your men. You pulled me from my grief long enough to help me bury my oldest friend. And then, when I cursed at you and pushed you away, you remained.”
An unreadable stare was all the reply he offered. Like my mother, Tommy knew well how to shield his thoughts from prying eyes. Still, I could see his unease in the shallow turn of his breath. He knew what I was asking.
“You had every reason to turn me away,” I added quietly. “To save your men, yourself, everything you built. You could have traded me to the High Priest for clemency or a sizeable reward, so why-”
“Ye look like your mother,” he blurted. I shut my mouth on words unsaid. Tommy shifted on his feet. “Not exactly, no, but there’s enough of her in ye. Oh, I can see plenty of that hard-headed soldier she married, as well, but-”
“I am not my mother,” I said firmly.
Four decades of hurt poured out of his sad smile. “No, but she made ye, and that’s reason enough for me.”
One hand swiped the short-brimmed cap from his head, the other following close behind to rake through the ragged mop of hair underneath.
“I know I’m not yer father, lass. But…part of me’d like to think that maybe, if things’d been different, I might’ve been.”
I stared at him, my chest achingly full and yet cavernous all at once. I’d grown fond of Tommy and his coarse, direct way. He had saved me as much as anyone, mostly from myself. He had seen me through my deepest darkness, had pulled me from the ashes of my family’s pyre. And when I’d gathered my courage and ridden to my death, no question or reproach had ever crossed his lips. He’d helped me prepare, and then offered to ride with me, to the bitter end.
I padded across the room to him and took his weathered hand in mine, wishing I had something more to offer.
“Thank you,” I said, gently but firmly. “Thank you for the gift of my life.”



Chapter 17
The faint creak of the door stirred me from my half-conscious state, the trickle of mid-morning sun having lulled me unwittingly back into a brief, shallow sleep. I cracked one eyelid only to squeeze it shut again with a smile when I spotted a bob of chestnut brown hair peeking up over the side of my bed.
The mattress sagged slightly, the intruder scaling its steep sides with determination and crawling across the coverlet to hover over me. I feigned sleep for a few more moments before a tiny, icy finger prodded the tip of my nose.
“You’re supposed to kiss the princess to wake her up,” I murmured, keeping my eyes shut.
“You’re not a princess,” came the indignant reply.
“No? What am I?”
“A pirate!”
I popped one wild eye open with a feral grin and was rewarded with an ear-shattering squeal of equal parts terror and delight. With a theatrical roar, I toppled Patrick onto his side and tickled him until his cherubic face was red from laughing.
“Shall we read a story about pirates?” I offered when I relented at last. The boy righted himself with the careless fumbling of his tender age and shouted an unintelligible cry of assent.
My half-healed ribs complained when I reached for the precarious stack of books on my side table. Over the recent weeks, Quintin and I had spent countless hours sitting in amicable silence, each of us buried in a tome of our choice. He seemed to enjoy the selections I put to him, mostly Elan myths about great warriors and heroic battles. For my part, I re-read some of my favorite poets and plays, though I forced my way through a dry but instructive volume regarding the intricacies of maintaining an army.
I shoved my current reading endeavor aside to access the collection of Kortan fables beneath. Patrick wiggled into the crook of my arm before I’d managed to settle myself fully upright against the pillows, tiny fingers clinging to my shift in anticipation.
Of the handful of visitors I received, Maria and Elliot’s young son always cheered me most. Children that age have no concept of treason or societal exile. To him, I was simply an oversized playmate; a pirate or a knight or an enchanted hawk, depending on the day. And since I never left my room, he always knew where to find me.
Captain Eugenio had only just caught sight of the dreaded Kraken when Maria’s head popped around the door frame.
“There you are, you little scoundrel!”
She swept into the room in a whirl of tidy russet wool and silvered curls, her face softened by an affectionate smile. Patrick immediately began wailing in protest.
“Now, now,” his mother scolded, scooping him up. “Brave knights don’t make a fuss.” The boy stifled his cries, sniffling, debating whether to pursue his rebellion or rise to the bait.
“We’ll read more tomorrow,” I assured before he could choose the former. “Okay?”
Placated, he gave a sodden nod and was promptly retrieved by his gray-haired nurse.
“Any news?” I asked once they’d gone.
Maria settled into the nearby chair with an apologetic smile. “Afraid not. Every courier we get is intercepted by the Queen’s Guard. Aside from contract queries and bills for grain, they don’t pass much along.”
“You need to speak to her. Pledge your support.”
“She won’t even meet with us until we agree to renounce you.”
I angled my head at her in reproach. “I told you-”
“It’s not going to happen, Elivya,” she retorted stiffly. “You’re family. You are your father’s heir.”
“She’ll just give House Lazerin to someone else.”
Maria sat a bit straighter in her chair. “She can try. There are benefits to a small brood. Elliot has already reached out to the next four families in line.”
I paled. “You can’t do that, Maria.”
Her deep ocean eyes blazed with resolve. “We can and will,” she said. “Until the day you stand a proper trial, you are the rightful head of this House.”
I bit my tongue, knowing full well from past renditions of this same argument that I’d make no progress.
“Now come on,” she added, standing and swatting the lump of blankets that covered my legs. “Get dressed. You’re coming with me.”
“Where? Why?”
Her tone stiffened with the unquestionable authority inherent to every mother. “Out. And because I need an extra pair of hands to assist me, and yours are going to waste staying cooped up in this room.”
I raised my splinted left hand and a brow along with it.
“One will do,” she revised.
“What about the physician’s orders?”
“The physician is off in Bendton. You’re under my jurisdiction now, and I say you’re well enough to be of some use. Now up.”
Maria helped me into a pair of breeches and a too-large tunic, the latter being the only thing we could find that would fit over my splint. I realized, belatedly, that it was one of my father’s. She didn’t give me time to linger on it. I nearly collided with Quintin when she yanked open the door and herded me through. The presence of his armor and the sheen of sweat at his throat suggested he’d just returned from running his drills in the garden, his hand still half-raised as though he were about to knock.
“Ah, good,” Maria chirped at the sight of him. “Right on time.” And then, sweeping past, added, “Come along.”
My bewildered guardian fell in behind us as she led the way through the house. Having not been outside my suite of rooms since our foray to Leanne’s, I was taken aback at the sheer number of unfamiliar faces lingering in the common areas and bustling through the corridors.
“Who are all these people?” I whispered.
“Visitors for the Queen,” Maria replied flatly. “The ones Lord Reyus trusts enough to send here, anyway. Representatives from other Houses, come to pledge their fealty and support.”
Few took notice of us, though the servants bobbed their obeisance to Maria as we passed. Before long, the three of us slipped out a side door and into the main courtyard beneath a blinding midday sun.
The bite of the air was the first thing I noticed. Thin and sharp, it seeped through my wool cloak and sent goosebumps across my skin. After so many weeks indoors, I’d lost my resistance to its icy touch.
The second thing I noticed was the noise.
Though the courtyard was largely empty, a constant din trailed through the air from a distance. It wasn’t long before I learned the source.
In the fields just beyond the manor gates, a motley sprawl of patched tents and rickety carts spread across the snow-dusted grass, gaunt faces and guttering cookfires scattered between. All of them looked painfully exposed to the elements. A cluster of brightly-painted wagons took up one whole side of the makeshift encampment, almond-skinned occupants milling about wrapped in colorful patterns and well-worn furs.
Alesians and gezgin. Refugees, all. A mere handful of the thousands driven from their homes by Persica’s advance.
“The Divine Origin has been pressing out into the countryside,” Maria explained, her voice low and solemn. “Cleansing villages and towns from Daria to Varr. There are camps like this one all across the southern provinces.”
Outside one of the tents, a young girl wrapped her arms around her even-younger brother, enveloping him in her own threadbare blanket. Their bright eyes were sunken and hollow, hunger and fear etched on their small faces. I thought of Patrick only a few hundred yards away, with his carefree laughter and plump cheeks, and the jarring contrast dug a dark hole in my chest. All at once, all the things that had weighed so heavily upon me for the last six weeks seemed shamefully trivial. While I’d been hiding in my room, brooding over my injuries and my failures and my uncertain future, these people – my people, the ones I was bound by blood to protect – had been suffering right outside my windows.
“We have to help them,” I murmured.
Maria smiled and linked her arm with mine. “That’s why we’re here.”

For weeks, I spent every afternoon with Maria walking the camp, distributing supplies and speaking to those who would talk with us. Nearly all of them had lost someone to the Origin’s priests before they fled. A few bore the scars of the cleansing themselves. Those, I understood better than anyone, my own ruined flesh itching beneath my tunic.
As new refugees arrived, others pressed on westward in hopes of safer harbors. Laezon and Aduline share a large border and the capital lies far too close for comfort for many who had fled Persica’s advance. Those I met one day were likely to be gone the next. Change became a constant in my daily life, and none so welcome as the day the physician returned to remove my splint.
I sat still and silent in an armchair in my chambers, the very portrait of an obedient patient, while the medic examined the remnants of my injuries. My ribs had finally healed in full, the last of the stubborn bruising gone. He prodded my feet, grumbling at me about disobeying his orders, but the wounds had fully closed despite my daily forays to the encampment. Two pink, coin-sized circles of scarred flesh were all that remained.
Finally, he turned his attentions to my left hand. I watched with a mix of excitement and dread as he unraveled the bindings and removed the wooden braces. When the last layer of muslin fell away, an icy tingle shivered down my arm. The skin itched and stank but his practiced countenance remained unfazed. Freed from its bindings, my forearm was atrophied and pale. The fingers looked straight enough but I was afraid to try and move them.
“You are fortunate,” he said as he gently prodded each small segment. “Whoever set the bones did excellent work.” Once he was satisfied with his meticulous examination, he rotated my arm so my palm faced up. “Make a fist.”
My fingers twitched, barely curling from their resting position, no matter how much I willed them to move. After several pitiful attempts, he called an end to it.
“That you can move them at all is something to be celebrated, given the extent of the damage.” He met my eyes with sympathy. “More mobility will return with time. Be patient.”
Maria rose to escort him out. I seethed silently in my chair, glaring at my worthless left hand. The weakness, the frailty, I hated it. I hated that even after escaping the city and putting two months and a hundred leagues between us, Solomon had still managed to take one more thing from me.
“I brought you something.”
I tore my eyes from my emaciated arm to find Quintin crouching before my chair. He opened his hand to reveal a smooth black stone the size of a chicken’s egg.
I blinked at it. “A rock.”
One corner of his mouth tugged upward. “Don’t tell me you don’t like it.” The way he said it made it sound like he’d spent a month’s wages on the damned thing.
I shot him a dubious look. “Why the hells are you giving me a rock?”
He took my good hand and pressed the stone into my palm, closing my fingers over it. “You squeeze it,” he explained, applying a bit of pressure. “As many times as you can, as hard as you can, every day.”
“Tuvrian folk medicine?” I teased, though now that I knew what it was for, I clutched the rock as if it were a lump of solid gold.
“Just an old conditioning trick.” He released me and stood, turning for the door. “I’ll give you a week,” he lilted as he walked away. “After that, we start training again.”
“A week?”
“I’m feeling generous.”
He vanished out the door. I stared at the stone in my hand for a long moment, and then gave it a vicious squeeze.



Chapter 18
With my splint removed, Maria made arrangements for me to have a proper bath. Though I’d managed a few cautious versions over the weeks of my convalescence, it was the first time in a long time that I’d be able to soak the whole of myself without reservation. No bandages to keep dry. No scabs to avoid soaking too long. Just me and hot water and the merciless attentions of a stiff scrub brush.
I was very much looking forward to it.
A quiet knock on my bedroom door announced the arrival of a handmaid to assist me, a startlingly lovely girl of about sixteen with big mahogany eyes I imagined young men would easily get lost in. She dipped an immaculate curtsy that made her auburn curls bob and introduced herself as Trina. As I trailed after her to the bathing chamber down the hall, I marveled briefly at Elliot and Maria’s generosity. The girl’s dress had a simple cut, but the garment itself was easily as high of quality as any of my own day gowns.
When we stepped into the washroom, I’ll admit I was a bit startled by the luxury that awaited me. The small hearth crackled cheerily, a thick bed of coals filling the privy with warmth despite the biting chill of winter outside the window. A veritable sea of candles flickered from every available surface. Wisps of steam trailed off the oversized tub, filled nearly to the brim and scattered with dried lavender. A plush rug was spread over the cold tiles alongside it, a thick robe draped over a chair nearby. I’d never known such indulgent detail, even in Adrian’s company.
After shutting the door quietly, the handmaiden fetched up behind me and helped me out of my shift. When she eased the fabric over my head, laying me wholly bare in the dim light, her breath caught in a horrified gasp.
I guess that answers that question.
I had fretted numerous times about the permanence of the damage I had suffered. I may prefer a tunic and breeches to a silk gown but I have my vanity, same as any woman. Approaching the tall mirror in the corner was an altogether humbling experience.
My face remained relatively unmarred. For that, at least, I could be thankful. The sole exception was a small scar on the side of my jaw where one of the red priest’s soldiers had struck me. But I was rail-thin, ribs and breastbone jutting out from beneath my skin, all my lean muscle atrophied over the weeks of bed rest. Hollow eyes, sunken and dull, stared back at me through that glass. A wraith. A shadow. That was all that remained of me.
When I twisted round to crane my head back over my shoulder, I saw the real source of Trina’s dismay. Angry red lines covered my back from nape to tailbone in a grotesque web. Some of the thicker ones were raised and rough, others had ragged edges where the wounds hadn’t healed quite right. My heart sank at the memory of Adrian’s hands on my formerly silken skin. I wondered what he would think of me now, in my ruined state.
The sapphire ring he’d gifted me, I’d long since returned to its chain around my neck. Wondering where he was – or if he might burst through the door at any moment, overcoat flying and storm eyes filled with worry – had offered a sweet kind of distraction when we’d first arrived in Laezon. Then, as the days turned into weeks with no sight or sound of him, as Lord Elliot’s couriers returned from Daria empty-handed time and again, that fantasy had soured to bitterness and I’d put it from my mind. To dwell on it would only build resentment in my heart, and he surely had good reason for his absence.
Adrian loved me. Of that, I had no doubt. But staring at those hideous marks in the mirror made me wonder.
“They are still healing, miss,” Trina offered with a sympathetic smile. “They will fade.”
Yes, I thought, burying all thoughts of Adrian. Some.
The dismal state of my hair stood as a last bitter jab to my ego, cropped haphazardly well above the shoulder. Two months had grown it out a bit, but it was still conspicuously, unfashionably short. Trina did what she could for me, using a pair of gleaming shears to even out the worst of the raggedness. I couldn’t help but flinch at the sound of them slicing through the shabby remnants of my locks, dark memories invading my mind.
When she’d finished, she refreshed the bath with a few red-hot stones from the hearth and helped me into the tub. I sank into the steaming water with a grateful sigh. Her deft hands immediately went to work scrubbing weeks of grime from my skin and hair, massaging my limbs with skillful fingers. After a while, I closed my eyes and let my head sag back against the edge of the tub.
“Pardon, my lady, but may I ask you something?” Trina’s soft, timid voice startled me from my trance. Her pretty face was pinched with nervousness, eyes stealing hesitant glances at me through her lashes.
“You needn’t stand on ceremony with me,” I mused, flashing her a disarming smile. “I am no longer a noble.”
The reminder seemed to bolster her. “Some of the others have seen you with Lady Maria in the encampment.”
“…And?”
“I was wondering why.”
I blinked at her. “What do you mean, why?”
“Well,” she paused, glancing toward the door. Leaning closer, she lowered her voice to a murmur. “Aren’t you afraid the Queen might see you?”
Ah. “And remember to hang me, you mean.”
“It’s just…those people…they’re not your responsibility anymore. I don’t see why you’d risk it.”
I chewed the inside of my cheek a moment, thinking. “You’ve read the Book of Days, I presume.” She nodded. “Then you should know why. ‘We are the shepherd and the shield.’ Title or no, my blood is still Lazerin.”
Trina returned to her task in silence, turning my answer over in her head. Her fingers gradually eased me back into a heavy-lidded stupor, working her way all the way down to the tips of my toes before she released me and stood.
Languid and lulled, it took a moment for the sudden silence to unsettle me. When it did, instinct shook me alert in an instant. My eyes snapped open to find Trina standing at the foot of the tub, frozen in a deep curtsy like an abandoned marionette.
I didn’t need to turn to know who stood behind me.
“Stay as you are. I have no interest in seeing your face.”
Selice’s voice was cold and impersonal, just as I remembered it from the equinox fete nearly two years ago. Her quiet breaths came shallow and quick, betraying the volatile anger she was keeping so tightly contained.
“I am here for one reason and one reason alone,” she said. “If you lie to me, I will know it, and my men will drag you into the courtyard to answer for your crimes.”
Every word cut to the quick, sharp and matter-of-fact. I dared not move a muscle.
“Do you intend me harm?” she demanded.
After a stunned moment, I almost laughed. Harm her? The one person in the world upon whom my parents and I had hedged our every resource? The one I had lost everything to see sitting on the throne?
But I understood why. She knew nothing of our plans. How could she? I’d barely known them, myself. Most of the pieces my parents had set into motion had gone to the grave with them. If we’d killed the King, why not her as well?
“No, Majesty,” I finally replied in earnest. “I have no desire to see you harmed.”
“And yet you killed my father.”
I felt eyes upon me, more than Selice’s searing glare at my back. Trina was watching me from beneath her lashes, those mahogany eyes locked on me the way a falcon tracks a shrew. I’d seen that look before, more times than I could count.
On my mother’s face.
Of course. That explained the dress, the elaborate bath preparations, the girl’s immaculate manners. She’d played me like a lute, with that bashful handmaid act. Even blindfolded, I should have seen it. Gods, I was rusty.
“…Yes,” I grated out, holding her hawk-like stare. “Not with my own hands, but yes. I carry his face.”
Trina’s eyes flitted to her mistress behind me and she gave a tiny nod. I wondered, darkly, if Selice would just have me taken out and hung anyway, having heard the confession from my own lips, but after a long, breathless pause, a swish of silk, and a click of the latch, she was gone.
Trina rose from her curtsy but didn’t move from where she stood at the foot of the tub. All glamour of innocence had vanished from her features.
“You’re like me,” I observed, unable to keep a hint of wonder from my voice.
Her full lips curled in a sharp smile. “Better, I think.”
“…Clearly.” A tense silence fell between us, two predators sizing each other up. “Are there others?”
Her grin widened a vicious fraction. “Many.”
Trina’s eyes flitted to the water’s surface, piercing through the clumps of sodden lavender to where my fingers had slowly closed on one of the heating stones at the bottom of the tub. A feeble weapon, and not much use against the blades she no doubt had secreted about her person, but it was the only thing within reach.
“That won’t be necessary,” she drawled. “If my lady wanted you dead, you would be.”
After a brief hesitation, I dropped the stone back to the bottom of the tub with a muffled click.
“Much obliged. Now, if you’ll permit me,” she said, brandishing the scrub brush. “I have my orders.”
With my grudging acceptance, Trina resumed her post behind me and began working rose oil into my hair. 
“You keep Tuvrian traditions,” she remarked. “I didn’t know House Lazerin had ties to the far country.”
“We don’t,” I replied stiffly. “They just suit me, is all.”
“You learned them from your armsman?” Though her tone was innocent enough, there was a hint of suggestion beneath her words that set me on edge. I didn’t respond. “Seems impractical, for someone like us,” she mused. “Not exactly compatible, the two. Though I suppose hiring an assassin adds a degree of separation.”
“…I didn’t hire him.”
Her hands paused. “Then why do you claim the King’s death?”
I sank back in the tub. “Because complicity is the bedfellow of guilt,” I quoted bitterly, “and I have the proof of mine written all over my skin. I might not have known his name, but I ensured his success with my silence.”
Trina mulled that over for a few breaths. “You should have told her.”
“Somehow, I doubt she’ll remain ignorant for long.”
For a while, the both of us remained content with silence, Trina working diligently while my thoughts lingered on Selice. I played her voice over and over in my head, trying to dissect every nuance in her tone and wishing I could have seen her face.
“How is she?” I finally asked. “Our queen.”
Trina glanced up at me from my left side, where she’d been industriously scouring every inch of my newly-liberated hand.
“She grieves,” she admitted after a long moment. “Queen Rishel. Her father. Every Alesian that’s gone to the pyre. And her brother…” She turned back to the small brush in her hand, curls whispering on her satin gown as she shook her head. “We practically had to drag her from the palace.”
“The boy was under guard?”
“Usually, but not that night. When I went to retrieve him, the nursery was empty. The priest must have hidden him away, knowing we’d try to flee.”
“…Why did you?”
“Solomon’s men were under orders to kill the princess as soon as she became a threat. The moment they discovered the King had been assassinated, they came for her.”
“But you were already gone?”
Her expression darkened. “The King’s Guard provided enough distraction to buy us time to escape.”
Lord Reyus had mentioned the King’s Guard staging a coup, but since Solomon had replaced the whole of the palace guard with Persican soldiers, it would have been a brief and desperate battle; twenty loyal men hopelessly outnumbered.
“Gods,” I murmured, a dozen awful pieces falling into place. “No wonder she grieves.”
“She has thick skin,” Trina assured, bending over her work. “Despite all she’s lost, she’ll keep fighting to get it back. Her brother, her crown, her country. She’ll never quit.” A tiny smile crept across the girl’s lips, dark eyes softening with affection. “She doesn’t know how.”



Chapter 19
THREE WEEKS LATER
My boots slipped on the snow-frosted grass for the third time of the morning, sending me off-balance yet again. With a curse, I barely ducked a well-placed swing at my head and stumbled back out of range.
“Footing,” Quintin reminded, circling me.
“It’s fucking slippery.” Between the less-than-ideal environs and the constant crippling ache in my sword arm, my meager patience was wearing thin.
“Smaller steps. Lower your center.”
I shoved my frustration down deep and closed on him again. The sword in my hand shuddered with every clash, my feet picking their way through the slush our boots had churned over the course of the morning’s practice. After a flurry of strikes and counters, he brought his own blade down on my left. I tucked my dagger to meet it, but the impact knocked the knife from my hand and sent it flying across the garden.
He paused while I muttered a searing curse and went to retrieve it, my frustration cresting like a firestorm inside my chest. Quintin had tried to temper my expectations but every time my faulty grip failed me was a bitter reminder of all Solomon had taken. Though I carried my black stone all day every day, my left hand had ceased improving. I didn’t need a physician to tell me I wouldn’t regain much more use of it.
I kept my back to Quintin as I brushed clumps of ice off the hilt, hiding the angry tears that pricked my eyes. I hated them almost as much as I hated the weakness.
“It takes time,” he murmured behind me.
“I can barely grip it.”
“We’ll adjust.”
I didn’t want to adjust. I wanted it back. All of it. My strength. My family. My title. But those were childish thoughts and I refused to let them cross my lips. I should be grateful for every breath, knowing how others were suffering just outside the manor walls. I should be grateful to still have both my hands. I’d met a refugee only two days before who had lost one for striking an Origin priest. I sniffed a quick, sharp inhale, letting the biting cold erase the damp in my eyes, and turned back to Quintin, strangling the knife in my fist.
“Again,” I demanded.
That shadow of poorly-concealed pity vanished from his face as I stalked back over to him, his stance shifting in anticipation. With a flourish of his blade, he moved to receive me. I pressed him hard, determined to batter my worthless flesh back into some semblance of usefulness. Snow crunched beneath our boots, the occasional shuffle sending crystals flying. When I managed a dodge to his weak side – ‘weak’ being a wildly unsuitable word for his non-dominant and currently unarmed left – I risked a quick pivot and swung for his neck.
Except he was already on one knee, well beneath my strike. My steel cut air with a whir and the unchecked momentum sent me hurtling off-balance again. When I recovered, I noticed he hadn’t risen. He remained there, kneeling in the snow with his single blade speared into the frozen dirt, facing the garden’s doorway behind me.
Head bowed.
Shit.
I turned before she could tell me not to. Halfway between us and the far door, the Queen of Alesia all but glowed in the morning light, a cascade of pale blonde hair tumbled artfully over the fur collar of her cloak. Eyes the color of wheat fields caught flecks of sunlight and held them captive, making her immaculate gown look drab in comparison. It wasn’t the sight of her beauty that stole my breath from me, though.
It was the look of bitter resolve in her eyes.
“Leave us.” A terse command, unquestionable and absolute, slicing through the cold air.
Quintin rose, making my own callous lack of obeisance all the more obvious. He hesitated, eying the Queen’s escort. A pair of guards flanked her in matching plate, white uniforms pristine and steel polished to a mirror-shine. Their belts each bristled with a longsword and a pair of daggers. Neither of them looked particularly pleased to be in my presence. Quintin’s gaze shifted my way, his concerns clearly written on his face.
“It’s alright,” I mumbled. “Go.”
His frown deepened, but he sheathed his sword and left us, glancing at the guards as he passed, sizing them up – a habit as ingrained in him as his immovable sense of honor. I’d never seen him enter a room or walk down a street without gauging every potential threat. One of the Queen’s guards caught Quintin’s appraising look.
“Oran,” the soldier prompted. His comrade immediately peeled away to follow the Tuvrian out into the hall. The one who remained had a captain’s braid across his shoulder, his sandy hair and dark eyes somehow familiar. He proceeded to relieve me of my weapons and retreated with them to a discreet distance, leaving the Queen and I alone.
 Selice’s gaze remained fixed on mine, boring into me as though searching for something while I, in turn, did my best to read her. The same anger I’d heard in her voice in the bathing room still radiated from her, coal-hot and razor-sharp. There was something else beneath it, though: some unknown conflict barely contained behind that immaculate mask. When she finally broke the long silence, her tone was perilously casual.
“Trina seems to think you may be of some use yet. For your sake, I certainly hope she is correct.”
Not here to hang me, then.
“I am at Your Majesty’s service,” I replied automatically, though my nervousness strung the words thin.
Selice eyed me, unconvinced, lacing her fingers before her. “Every province from Guilerso to Savern has sent couriers to my uncle, seeking news of their queen. More letters arrive every day, every one of them promising soldiers and aid. And yet,” she paused, leaning on the words, “House Lazerin refuses to commit either.”
My stomach turned to lead and sank to my feet.
Dammit, Maria.
“I’ll speak with Lord Elliot this morning-”
“By rights, I should not require your intervention,” she interrupted. “Last I checked, I was the Queen of Alesia. I should not be bargaining with my nobles for their fealty. It seems treachery runs deep, in this House.”
A spark of panic shot through me. “I assure you, Majesty, Elliot and Maria are loyal to the Crown-”
“No, they are loyal to your parents.” The ice in her voice hardened to a brittle edge. “Tell me, why should I consider those who side with a traitor any less guilty than the traitor herself?”
Ah, gods. “They mean no disrespect-”
“Their flagrant obstinance seems to suggest otherwise.”
“They are kin,” I blurted, as if that explained everything. “Please, Your Grace, let me speak with Elliot-”
“Lord Elliot’s allegiances are no great mystery to me,” she dismissed brusquely. “Misguided, maybe, but he will fall into line under the right circumstances. You, on the other hand…”
Confusion stilled my tongue. What did my allegiances matter? I had no title, no lands or soldiers to offer. Perhaps she wanted my influence, the shadow of my father’s voice to sway Lord Elliot in the right directions. Selice considered me for a long, hard moment, that strange inner battle flickering across her face.
“Why did you come to the temple square on the day of my majority?” she finally asked, her tone clipped.
“…Majesty?”
Her golden eyes flashed with impatience. “The day of my majority. Tell me why.”
My startled pause was quickly followed by a huff of incredulous laughter. “But…you were there. You know why.”
“There were a dozen others in that crowd who could have confronted my father about the priest. Why you?”
My gaze darted around the garden for a moment before I shook my head and hitched a helpless shrug.
“I had nothing left to lose.” A flawed reason, maybe, but an honest one.
“You could have fled.”
“No.” The word slipped from me without thought, but as it hung in the air between us, I felt the truth settle behind it. “No, I couldn’t.”
Selice and I were both descendants of the Seven, both bound by blood to our people. To run would have been to turn my back on my duty and the thousand-year-old oath for which my entire family had died. I could as much run from it as I could grow wings and fly.
Whether it was the candor in my reply or the burden we shared, Selice’s countenance softened a reluctant fraction.
“No,” she admitted. “I suppose not.”
A hint of weariness joined the lingering suspicion on her face. Her golden eyes carved into mine.
“Your parents once fought for Alesia,” she said, “and their king. In the end, they abandoned one for the other. I would know where your loyalties lie.”
In the face of her scrutiny – and the peculiar, warm ache that had risen to crowd my chest – I dared not offer anything but the raw, unembellished truth.
“Their king abandoned his people, Majesty. I am yours, blood and bone, until the day you do the same.”
She studied me through a long, suffocating silence. Then her chin rose slightly, shoulders tucking back, bracing against the weight of some unspoken decision. Selice crossed the garden to stand before me, snow clumping along the hem of her gown.
“You will tell me all of it,” she commanded. “From the beginning. And you will leave nothing out.”



Chapter 20
The common room buzzed with conversation, a sea of unfamiliar faces milling about below. I hesitated, unseen, at the top of the staircase, my fingers tightening around the dark wooden banister. I seriously considered turning around and retreating back to my quarters, perhaps barricading the door with a few heavy pieces of furniture, but I had my orders. The Queen had been adamant and I wasn’t willing to risk her ire.
In the great room below, a few dozen of her most trusted allies loitered, oblivious to the fact that they’d soon be dining with a condemned traitor to the very crown they had come here to serve. Still drained from the morning’s practice, I wondered if I’d be quick enough to duck if they decided to hurl their wine glasses at me.
I straightened my shoulders and smoothed my gown, the touch of the fabric sending a small pang of sorrow through me. All my old dresses had been too short – I’d grown an inch or two since leaving for Litheria three years ago – so I’d been forced to select something from my mother’s wardrobe. The dark green satin number I’d chosen featured long sleeves and a bit of gold brocade on the bodice. The modest neckline that had once concealed the brand on my mother’s shoulder now hid my scars.
I’d wept when I noticed it still smelled like her.
I did my best to remain invisible as I made my way down the steps, searching the crowd for Elliot and Maria, but my efforts on both fronts proved in vain. My kin were nowhere to be seen and by the time I’d reached the foot of the stairs, half the guests in the room were stealing appalled glances my way. I tried not to shrink beneath their hard-edged stares.
“You look much improved from the last time I saw you.” The rich tenor of Lord Reyus’ voice tore my attention away from the seething crowd. Amidst that sea of hostility, his rugged features were a welcome sight, despite the contentious nature of our last conversation.
“I wasn’t aware you’d arrived.”
“Only just. My men and I were in southern Erade by the time your letter reached us.”
“Well you’re just in time to watch your niece feed me to the wolves.”
Reyus scanned the room like a general surveying a battlefield. “Selice has her flaws, but she’s not cruel. If she asked you here tonight, she has a reason. Wolves or otherwise, you’re Ana’s daughter. If anyone can survive this pack, it’s you.” He glanced at my dress. “Nearly thought I was seeing her ghost, when you came down the stairs.”
I knew he meant it as a compliment, but the comparisons had started leaving a bitter taste in my mouth. “A pale imitation, perhaps.”
“Be glad of it,” Reyus said. “Your mother was a rare creature, true, but she only became what she was out of brutal necessity. She would not want you to suffer as she did. Besides,” he added with a smirk, “you might have her looks, but you’re your father through and through.”
That ever-present ache gave a faint tug. “Did you know him before the war?”
“A bit. We traveled in different circles. Augustus was the only thing we really had in common, before Brandon’s rebellion.”
“Was he much different back then?” As much as it hurt to talk about them, I felt starved for every little shred of my parents’ history – a history that had only ever been told to me in carefully-curated pieces. Reyus eyed me for a long moment, clearly seeing my hunger.
“More impulsive, certainly, before he met your mother.” He paused, his voice dipping. “Damien was no brute, but gods help you if he took offense. The man had an impossible sense of justice. Saw him put three mercenaries down for a hard nap, once, for hassling a barmaid. Damned fool failed to notice their seven comrades at the next table over until they were on his back.” He shook his head and huffed a small laugh, staring off into the crowd. “We were always bailing him out of scraps like that.”
A sad smile crept across my lips. “He used to say ‘bruises last a week, but cowardice never fades’.”
Reyus snorted. “Sounds like him.”
I watched my father’s old comrade take a hearty swig of his wine, feeling a sorrowful sort of kinship with the high lord of House Oristei.
“He was lucky to have you,” I murmured.
“It was war,” he dismissed. “We had each other.”
“…I miss him. Both of them.”
My admission seemed to shake him. His gaze jumped to mine, lingering and softening in shared grief. “As do I.”
Though Reyus wisely left me shortly thereafter, his brief company had bolstered me, reminding me of the strength that lay in my blood. My parents had never flinched in the face of the Court’s merciless stares. Neither would I. Mustering my resolve, I started through the crowd toward the table of refreshments at the far end.
They parted as I passed, recoiling as though my nearness would infect them, their fleeting glances filled with loathing. Whispers rippled through their ranks, words like traitor and kingslayer worming their way into my ears. I did my best to shut them out, to focus on the simple goal of making it to the far side of the room, but their venom cut me like shards of glass, slowly bleeding my courage from me.
Keep walking. You are stone. You are steel.
Their murmurs gathered inside my head, growing thunderous and pressing in until I noticed something else perforating the angry chatter like a drumbeat: the steady thud of footsteps close behind.
My first thought was that Selice had ordered one of her Queen’s Guard to tail me, but then I recognized the rhythm and weight of those steps – and their long-familiar position precisely two paces behind my left shoulder. All around, guests’ faces tightened with wariness and confusion, no longer fixed solely upon me. The murmurs quieted.
When we finally reached the table against the far wall, I knew better than to look his way. A host of angry eyes still burned into my back, watching for some overt sign of treachery – or weakness – so I took my time pouring a glass of wine and plucking a few savory morsels from a tray. When I did finally turn, the few who still stared quickly abandoned their vigils at the first brush of my gaze.
Only then did I dare a glance at Quintin. Cleanshaven and dressed in a crisp brown doublet and trousers, he looked unexpectedly sharp. He might have passed for a lesser Tuvrian lord if it wasn’t for his hair. Cropped short, it gave him the unmistakable air of a soldier.
“What are you doing here?” I asked, my voice low and thick with relief.
He flashed me the tiniest hint of a smirk. “Maria thought you might need some help.”
I made a mental note to kiss that woman the next time I saw her. Then the glint of metal caught my attention, peeking out from his far side. My eyes drifted to his belt and immediately widened at the sight of a single blade hanging on his hip.
He misread my surprise and fidgeted unhappily with the hilt. “Don’t ask,” he grumbled, clearly resenting the absence of his baldric. When I continued to gape, he furrowed his brow and added, “I refused to go unarmed. This was a compromise.”
A compromise with whom?
My own disbelief was echoed in the faces of the other guests, who eyed his weapon with incredulity. Before I could press him further about it, the heavy double doors at the end of the hall were thrown open and the whole room ducked into a respectful obeisance. Selice glided in with a handful of her guards in tow. To my surprise, Elliot and Maria trailed close on their heels, absorbed in some hushed exchange.
With the arrival of the Queen, supper was announced and the throng filed into the adjacent dining room. I followed the current of bodies to an inconspicuous seat near the far end, Quintin close behind.
“No, my lady, not there.”
I turned to find Elliot’s dark green eyes glittering at me, a nervous smile on his face.
“If you please,” he added, and swept one hand toward the tall chair at the foot of the table – my father’s chair.
A prickle of fear crept down my spine, Selice’s veiled threats still ringing in my ears from that morning. I had assured her of Elliot and Maria’s loyalties and promised to sway my kin to aid her in the upcoming rebellion. The last thing I needed was them choosing this moment to make their ludicrous stand on my behalf.
“That would be inappropriate,” I said firmly. “You are the lord of this House.”
“We are merely stewards,” he countered.
Ah, gods, don’t do this now.
I needed to shut him down, and quickly. Heads were already turning our way. Any more delay would invariably cause a scene.
“This is not the time,” I warned, struggling to keep my voice down.
He just offered me a rueful smile. “It is, I’m afraid.”
“Please, Elliot, just go sit down. We-”
“Is there an issue with your seat, Lady Lazerin?” Selice’s sharp voice sliced across the room and the air fell utterly silent. The nature of her address did not go unnoticed by the table’s occupants. Neither did her piercing gaze, which had settled firmly upon me.
I flushed to the roots of my ridiculous hair, sank into a low curtsy, and stayed there, my mind scrambling.
“Apologies, Your Grace. Just a misunderstanding.”
“One I presume will delay us no further,” she said. “Or am I to stare at an empty chair all night?”
I glanced at my father’s vacant seat. “Lord Elliot is the head of this House.”
Her face tightened with genuine irritation, and I knew full-well why. Her orders had been clear as day.
Come to dinner, do as you’re told, and keep your mouth shut.
I’d thought she meant to make an example of me. To have her Queen’s Guard clap me in irons and haul me away. A bit of public theater at my expense, a show of strength to reinforce her new reign. But this? This move made no sense. Supporting my claim put her at risk. It was a short jump from there to the appearance of complicity in her father’s death.
“You were accused of treason, were you not?” Selice demanded. She weighted her words with contempt, every syllable cold and unforgiving, but acceptance, no matter how grudging, was the wrong play. I wasn’t about to sit there quietly and let her make it.
“I am guilty of treason, Your Grace.”
A black murmur rippled through the crowd. 
“You forged the King’s seal and sent false missives in his name?” she asked.
“I did.”
“And you conspired to assassinate my father, the King?”
“…I did.”
The mutterings erupted into a rumbling frenzy until the Queen held up one slender hand to silence them.
“Then you will stand trial for these crimes before the whole of the Court,” she declared, “at such a time as it can be properly assembled.”
My mouth fell open, but no protest came forth. It didn’t matter. A chorus of others protested for me, a roar of objection filling the hall with angry voices.
“Majesty, surely you don’t mean-”
“-must reconsider-”
“-confessed to murdering the King!” one male voice thundered, and the others quickly hushed to make way for it. A thickset man of middling years flung an accusing finger my way. “A short drop from a long rope is all that traitor deserves, Your Grace.”
Her sharp gaze cut his way. “The statutes are quite clear on this matter, Lord Agreil. Charges of treason must be weighed upon by all Seven Houses.”
“All due respect, Majesty,” he replied, puffing out his chest. “War requires a more expeditious approach to many of the civilized measures we enjoy in times of peace.”
“We may be at war, my lord, but we will not lower ourselves to the barbarism of our enemies.”
He bristled. “It is not unreasonable to pass swift sentence when the confession comes from the traitor’s own lips. There is no question of guilt to be weighed upon!”
Her golden brows arched upward. “No?” Then the young queen’s attention snapped unerringly back to me, pinning me in place. “I’m curious,” she lilted with a slight tip of her head. “How much is the life of a king worth, these days?”
I blanched as the room around me fell to an abrupt, brittle silence. “…Your Grace?”
“Your assassin,” she clarified, ignoring their horrified stares. “How much did you pay him for his services?”
My mouth opened and then closed again, unintentionally mimicking the expression on Lord Agreil’s face down the table. Unlike him, though, it wasn’t the crudeness of the question that had me dumbstruck, nor the casual way in which she’d asked it. It was the fact that she already knew the answer, and I already knew myself beaten.
“Well?” she demanded. “How much?”
“…I’m not sure.”
“Perhaps you’d be so kind as to supply us with his name, then, that we might ask him ourselves.”
“I do not know it, Your Grace.”
She continued to press, biting out each word, crisp and with purpose. “A description of his appearance, then. His age. His height. Some identifying marker. A notable scar or the color of his hair.”
“I never saw him.”
“But it was a man.”
“…I suppose so-”
“You suppose? Your memory leaves much to be desired, if you can’t even recall the cutthroat’s gender.”
I gritted my teeth and said nothing.
“Unless, of course, you weren’t the one who hired him,” she added.
A stiff, startled silence washed over the room. Selice let it hang there for what felt like an eternity before finally turning back to Lord Agreil, her point made.
“Perhaps not so simple a judgement, my lord.”
All around the table, her allies exchanged unsettled mutterings, the doubt her inquiry had sown taking firm root. The Queen raised her voice over them.
“Let it be known that Alesian law still holds sway, so long as I draw breath, and all those who serve the Crown will abide by it.” Her sweeping gaze finally landed on me, those golden eyes ablaze with warning. “Now take your seat, Lady Lazerin. Do not make me ask again.”
I barely felt Elliot slipping my hand over his arm and guiding me to the tall, dark wood chair at the foot of the table. Quintin posted up behind it, a mirror of the Queen’s captain behind hers. The hum of hesitant conversation gradually overtook the tense silence as the first course was served. Dishes clinked. A servant filled my glass.
I sat in my father’s chair, wearing my mother’s gown, and felt a complete and utter fraud.
A few hours later, we watched from the dark perimeter of the room while Selice gave a rousing speech to close out the evening, stirring the coals of her guests’ anger and honing it to a useful edge. Her makeshift Court hung on her every word, hearty calls of solidarity rolling through the rafters above. My reinstatement didn’t seem to be costing her nearly as much as I’d thought.
“You alright?” Quintin stood close behind my shoulder, his voice low at my ear. When I glanced his way, he nodded to the sea of perfumed finery before us. “The looks. The questions.”
A few brave souls had broken ranks to approach me after dinner, their curiosity overruling any sense of social self-preservation. None had been brash enough to ask outright about my admission of treason or my time in Litheria’s dungeons, but their eyes had lingered on my short hair and traced what scars were visible. It made my skin crawl.
“Fine,” I said with a frown. “Just another Court function.”
After a final enthusiastic toast, the night was called to an end and the guests gradually trickled out. I waited until only a handful remained before abandoning the safety of the dark corner I’d been lurking in for the better part of an hour. My back felt stiff as a rusted hinge. My feet ached. Phantom pains splintered through their centers, making me wince with every step. The grand staircase loomed nearby, its polished incline seeming monumental in the face of my exhaustion. Quintin eyed me sidelong.
“Don’t even think about it,” I grumbled. “I’ll not be carried to my bedroom like some invalid.” Ignoring his quiet chuckle, I sank into a nearby chair with a sigh.
Across the room, the Queen remained cloistered in hushed conversation with Reyus, Elliot, and Maria beside the smoldering hearth. I watched them all, wondering at the conspiracy they’d woven together on my behalf and fretting about the consequences. Calculated or not, that stay of judgement had planted questions in the eyes of her nobles. Why would she risk anything for me?
As though my thoughts had summoned her, Selice soon started our way, her captain trailing close behind. I rose and offered her a deep curtsy but she ignored me, addressing Quintin instead.
“I suppose I should thank you for giving me no reason to regret our arrangement, armsman. The Court has a way of getting under one’s skin.”
He ducked a crisp bow, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword. “I am honored by your trust, Your Grace.”
“Yes, well, if you weren’t Tuvrian, I daresay my answer would have been different.” Selice’s attention finally shifted to me, her small smile fading. “A moment, if you please, gentlemen.”
Quintin and the Queen’s captain both retreated to a discreet distance.
“Sit, before you fall down,” she commanded. I sank back into the chair. A thick silence stretched between us, heavy with the weight of the evening’s events.
“That was a dangerous move, Your Grace,” I warned. “One that may cost you.”
“You are not the only one who knows how to play this game,” she reminded coolly. “You might remember that, the next time you’re inclined to disobey my orders.”
I was fairly certain I would.
Her tone turned solemn and she suddenly sounded as tired as I felt. “No matter, the deed is done. Now we both must live with the consequences.”
I rubbed at the scars encircling my wrists. “After this morning, I thought-”
“Yes, I know,” she dismissed. “I considered it. Fortunately for you, you have very persuasive relatives.”
I tallied another kiss for Maria.
“I expect House Lazerin’s unconditional support, from this point forward,” Selice cautioned.
“Yes, of course,” I said quickly. “Whatever you require.”
“I require your cavalry, first and foremost. Supplies, as well, for my army.”
“I’ll speak with Elliot first thing in the morning.”
“See that you do. Surely that is a task better suited to many hands.”
Another thick pause dragged its way between us before I finally mustered the courage to ask, “Why?”
Selice didn’t even blink, as though she had been waiting for the question.
“By rights, you should despise me,” I said. “You should want my head more than all the rest of them combined. I know Adulil taught forgiveness, but-”
“You are mistaken, if you think you have mine.”
I flinched at the sudden ice in her tone.
“You will face judgement at the end of this war. Not even I can save you from that.” There was a pause and a weary sigh. “But if all children are to be held accountable for the sins of their parents, I will surely swing beside you.”
Her face had softened along with her voice, her golden eyes dimming with sorrow. A strange, warm pressure swelled in my chest.
“We are both the daughters of traitors, Elivya,” she said quietly. “I do not need to forgive, to understand.”
She left me with that thought, retreating in a swish of satin to make her final rounds and bid goodnight to the few who yet lingered. Quintin returned to my side. His scabbard tapped the carved wooden arm beneath my hand, drawing my gaze, and the sight of him shifted the ache in my chest to one of a wholly different kind.
“Making bargains with the Queen of Alesia, now?” I mused, watching him scan the room. “You’re moving up in the world. I thought you said it was Maria’s idea.”
“It was Maria’s idea. I just…renegotiated. Hard to play a convincing armsman, with no steel.”
“A bold request, considering none but the royal guard are permitted to carry weapons in the Queen’s presence.”
He turned his face away in an attempt to hide the clench of his jaw.
“…Which you knew, of course.”
“I became aware of the fact,” he replied stiffly.
I bit back a laugh to spare his pride, but couldn’t completely erase the grin that pinched my cheeks. “Well, you certainly made an impression.”
In truth, he had. His armed attendance had lent me a very public measure of legitimacy. More than that, though, was the way he’d stayed by my side through the whole of that miserable evening, a silent shadow that made the bolder members of that makeshift Court consider their tones and queries a bit more carefully.
As I studied the hard lines of his profile, the lingering ache in my chest gave one final, grateful tug.
“I’m glad you came,” I admitted. “Much easier to stare down the wolves, with you around.”
He shot me a dubious look. “I seem to recall a wolfskin cloak in your wardrobe.”
Across the room, Selice started down the hall toward her chambers, her diligent captain and two other Queen’s Guard in tow.
“She’s not what I expected,” Quintin remarked.
“No,” I agreed with a huff of a laugh. “No, she most certainly is not.” My grin faded and it felt like every drop of my exhaustion crashed back over me all at once. “But she’s fearless. And clever. If anyone can fix this mess, it’s her.”
I felt Quintin’s eyes on me for a long moment before he offered me a hand and pulled me to my feet.
 “You represented your House with honor, tonight,” he said. “No one else in that room would have openly admitted to treason.”
“She already knew.”
“They didn’t.”
I shook my head and began to turn away, but he caught my chin and forced me to face him.
“You belong in that chair. No one else.”
I wanted to believe it. I tried. But deep down, in the dark, broken parts of me, I just felt so utterly unworthy of it.
He knit his brows as my face darkened, unguarded in my exhaustion. “What is it?”
I shook my head and he released me. “Nothing. Go to bed, Quintin. It’s late.”
He glanced toward my chambers on the upper level, hesitating. “Should I send someone?”
“No, I’ll manage.”
In a poignant display of Lazerin stubbornness, I hauled my aching body up the stairs, but it wasn’t until I’d reached the door that his heavy steps began receding into the house.



Chapter 21
Dust tickled my nose, my ribs aching from the hard edges of the barrel beneath them. I’d wedged myself into tighter spaces, admittedly, but not since I was half this size. The narrow crawlspace in the ceiling of the storeroom might have been able to fit nine-year-old me, but now it barely accommodated my head and shoulders. The rest of my body was perched precariously atop the mountain of casks below.
Regardless, it still served the same purpose. Voices drifted through the stuffy channel from the salon next door, a large, well-appointed receiving room directly off the main hall. A good portion of the room could be seen through a narrow gap in the plaster ceiling. I braced my forearms on the rafter beams and pressed my eye as close to the small crack as I dared, straining my ears.
Elliot’s voice drifted up to me from below, all his usual charm replaced by a quiet gravity. “…many, now?”
Reyus traced a route from Petrion to Litheria on the large map spread across the table. “Three more companies in the last few weeks. Fifteen hundred in all, by our best guess.”
His hand drifted toward the western border of Alesia, toward the threat that loomed just beyond the mountains. Selice had looked shocked when I told her of Persica’s alliance with Queen Hasha, but she’d wasted no time doubting my word. She’d dispatched riders westward almost immediately.
“There have been significant troop movements reported in both northern and southern Hydrax,” Reyus continued. “By all accounts, their forces are well supplied and ready to advance on the western provinces as soon as the mountain passes clear.”
“And our defenses?” Selice asked.
“They’ll be ready, Majesty,” Elliot assured. “Damien saw to it last summer. Every border province is aware of the threat.”
There was a wave of grumblings from the dozen or so other lords around the table, none too pleased at the mention of my father with anything less than utter disdain. Reyus raised his voice over them, confirming Elliot’s claims. Scouts had reported that every western stronghold had been fortified. My father’s warnings had been heeded. The table fell back to a grudging silence.
“The eastern front is relatively well-guarded by default,” he added, one finger sweeping the Tuvrian provinces that lined it. “Our weakest point will be the coastlines. The King’s Navy in the north is now firmly under the control of the High Priest. And the White Sea...”
“A bloody mess,” Selice muttered.
Adrian. I’d only managed to listen in on a handful of the council’s meetings, but what few scraps of news I’d managed to patch together from the southern reports had painted a grim picture.
“Between the refugees and the pirates, we’ve little hope of forestalling any troop movements,” Reyus said. “The Darian fleet has its hands full and Yuri knows better than to risk open resistance when his province is already all but overrun.”
My heart lurched. Overrun?
A man I recognized as Lord Eradine chimed in, his rich voice cast in gray tones. “I’ve had news, as well, from my eyes in Venici. There are a dozen Persican warships anchored in the Bay of Brothers now.”
“And the southern fleet?” another lord asked.
“Yuri had the foresight to send them out early. Both the summer and winter fleets. Right after they set sail, the Steward issued a warrant for Lord Adrian’s arrest.”
“Arrest? On what grounds?”
“Fomenting rebellion. Rumor is he made some imprudent comments in the wrong company. Yuri’s juggling, like he always does. He denounced Adrian’s alleged actions at Court, but I’d wager he’s keeping in close contact with his heir. I’ve offered the Sea Wolf what assistance I can, but there’s a significant Persican presence on the Petrion wharf now. The fleet won’t be able to make port there again anytime soon.”
I would have cursed aloud, if it wouldn’t give me away. Without access to Petrion, Adrian’s fleet would be hamstrung. The smaller ports along the Eradine coast could keep them fed, but any major repairs would be nearly impossible. They’d waste weeks sailing back and forth along the coast to gather supplies that would have been readily available in Petrion. The unrest in the White Sea would slowly bleed the southern fleet dry. And with Alesia’s largest port under Solomon’s control, Persica didn’t need to march an army through our eastern border. They could just ship it here.
By the heavy silence in the room below, similar thoughts were spinning through the minds of every member of the Queen’s council.
“What do you suggest?” Selice asked pointedly. Her gaze swept the room. “Anyone?”
There was another long, grim silence.
“We need to move to retake the city before Persica has a chance to bring more reinforcements.” It took me a moment to realize that it was Selice’s captain who had spoken. I could just barely make out the edge of his polished armor through my narrow portal.
Reyus spread his palms on the table, leaned forward onto them, and loosed a weary sigh. “We’ve discussed this, Colin. Spring is nearly upon us. We haven’t the time or the men to make such an advance.”
“If we wait, we lose our advantage.”
“It will take months to amass a respectable force.”
“Every lord here has committed men,” the captain countered. A rumble of assent swept around the table. “And couriers have already been dispatched to every province west of the Septim. Alesians will fight for their queen.”
A tug of foreboding pulled at my gut, a faint whisper of memory I couldn’t quite place.
Reyus waved an impatient hand at the map. “Even if every province you sent to has troops at the ready, they won’t get here until early summer.”
“Which leaves us four good months to retake the capital.” The captain, too, was losing his temper.
“If they are ready! If they have to rally their men from the fields, it could be nearly fall before we’ve a sizable force.”
“Litheria is barely two weeks’ march from here.”
A number of other lords were throwing in their own occasional mutterings of agreement or dissent as the two went back and forth, the overall volume of the meeting slowly rising to a contentious din.
Reyus ticked off his points on one hand, pale eyes locked on the handsome young captain. “If you are waylaid, or meet resistance, or the weather turns, or a number of other delays arise, you will be facing a winter siege. Without the time to rally sufficient food stores, our men will starve before they ever break through the gates.”
Colin stiffened. “You show very little faith, my lord.”
“This is not my first war, boy.”
“Enough.” Selice’s firm tone cut through their bickering and the room sank back into a rigid silence. She turned her attention toward someone at the far end of the table, someone outside my limited field of view. “You are a man of experience, Commander, what is your opinion?”
A hand crept into sight, reaching out over the table to gesture at the provinces to the south and west of Laezon.
“‘Less the closest provinces have significant troops ready to commit, we’ll lose the season waitin’.”
My breath caught at the sound of that gravelly voice, once the source of all my childhood woes. I shifted, pressing my face perilously close to the crack in the plaster, finally catching sight of a familiar burly figure. He’d not been at any of the previous meetings I’d spied on in the last two weeks. I would have noticed. His dark green uniform jacket was pristine, one empty sleeve neatly pinned at the shoulder.
“We can’t hide an army crossin’ open terrain,” Samson growled. “The Persicans’ll see us comin’ and burn every field in Aduline to keep us hungry. Lord Oristei is right. We can’t last a winter siege.”
Reyus straightened and crossed his arms.
“That bein’ said,” the garrison commander added, “the lad has a point. We’ll never get this chance again. Laezon has twelve hundred trained cavalry at the ready. I say we call the banners ‘n wait. At the turn of summer, we march with whatever we’ve got.”
“Cavalry will do little against those walls,” Reyus warned.
Colin took a hopeful step toward the table, bringing the top of his sandy head into view. “So we send to Briare for engines.”
“Ye can’t risk weakening the western defenses.” Samson dismissed sharply. “If Hydrax breaks through, we’ll be caught between a hammer and an anvil.”
The young queen did her best to stifle her frustration, but I could tell the mounting complications were beginning to overwhelm her. There was a faint rustle as Trina shifted in the shadows behind her right shoulder, a subtle reminder to her mistress that she had more resources than soldiers at her disposal. Selice’s lashes fluttered and she drew a deep breath, folding her hands before her.
“We’ll send to Briare for schematics,” she concluded. “We have three months and a forest at our fingertips. Engines or otherwise, we will find a way through the White City’s walls. For now, rally your forces and return with haste. At the turn of the summer, we march for Litheria.”
As the assembled lords made their farewells, I started to retreat from the crawlspace, but something caught my eye and gave me pause. Instead of filing out after her allies, Selice lingered behind with Colin and Trina. When the last council member left and the door clicked shut, the Queen’s shoulders slumped and she loosed a ragged breath, bringing one hand to her head as though it pained her. I’d never seen her look so vulnerable.
Colin immediately moved closer and settled a hand on her lower back, gently pulling her near. She leaned into him, resting her brow against his shoulder. Their sudden familiarity startled me so much that an astonished huff slipped through my lips before I could stifle it. I quickly clapped my hand over my mouth, afraid I’d given myself away, but none of the three occupants of the room below showed any indication that they’d heard. After a long, heavy moment, the Queen turned toward Trina.
“Can you do it?” was all she said.
“Perhaps,” Trina replied. “Crows would be better suited to something like this, but they’re scattered and I have no connections.”
“What about the Nightingale?” Colin asked, his voice hushed. His hand lingered on the small of Selice’s back.
“I’ve not had contact with the Aviary in over a year,” Trina said. “And with the Raven dead, she’ll be reluctant to stick her neck out.”
The Raven? A prickle of memory knit my brow. Solomon had mentioned that moniker when I was first brought to him in the citadel dungeons, the first time I swore I’d never give him what he wanted.
I have brought sultans and kings to heel, girl. I burned the Raven of Venici to ash. I broke the Lion of Rume on a cross similar to the one you hang from now.
Another casualty of Persica’s early infiltrations? Venici was a wealthy city with a number of powerful merchant families. Perhaps one had dared to get in Solomon’s way.
“…twelve other larks in Litheria,” Trina was saying when I pushed the High Priest’s voice from my head. “It’s possible they’ve all fled by now, but I’ll reach out. See what can be done.” She didn’t sound terribly optimistic.
Selice reached out and gave Trina’s hands a squeeze. “Thank you.”
I waited until they left before wriggling my way backward out of the gap and dropping quietly down off the stack of barrels. My thoughts spiraled through all I had seen and overheard, a tangled mess of new questions piled on top of the old.
After dusting myself off, I slipped out the door, rubbing my sore ribs and blinking to adjust my eyes to the glaring midmorning sun. As soon as I could see, I froze. Quintin stood in my path barely three paces outside the storeroom door, thick arms crossed and a fierce scowl on his face. Once he was sure he had my attention, he gave his head a disapproving tilt that would have made Amita proud.
I rolled my eyes at him and pushed past, snatching my sword belt from the small alcove in which I’d stashed it. I buckled it into place as I strode down the grassy alley between the house and the estate’s high stone walls.
Quintin fell into step beside me on the narrow path but said nothing, keeping his hard gaze straight ahead. Silence was his favorite weapon, that frigid apathy that sent chills down grown men’s spines. Unfortunately for him, I’d learned how to counter it long ago.
“Oh, come on,” I drawled. “Don’t pout.”
The bridge of his nose crinkled, eyes flashing with indignance before he caught himself. An aggravated sigh rolled out from deep in is chest.
“If anyone saw you-”
“They won’t.”
He shot me a sidelong glare. “If they did-”
“If you’re so worried, why don’t you tag along and stand lookout for me?”
He snorted and gave his head a disgusted shake. I knew why he was angry. He was worried I’d get caught. If anyone found out I was spying on the Queen’s private war council, even Selice couldn’t save me from the rope.
But I was worried, too. About Aubrey. We’d had little news out of Litheria since we left. Solomon was keeping the White City in a stranglehold, restricting passage in and out, sowing misinformation to keep us guessing. What little gossip managed to reach us was unreliable, at best. Any proper news brought by couriers and scouts was carefully guarded, and Selice’s allies had made it clear they weren’t going to invite me into their confidences. Even Elliot was barely tolerated by the council as House Lazerin’s liaison to the Crown.
“Well?” Quintin muttered, an edge of grudging curiosity in his voice.
Though it appeared we were alone in the shadow of the walls, I knew better than to trust the appearance of privacy. I’d tell him all of it later. For now, I just kept my eyes straight ahead and said, “War is coming.”
The refugee encampment was a flurry of chaos by the time we reached it. The number of new arrivals was more than triple what we usually had, a sea of weary, fear-exhausted faces trying to make sense of where to go and what to do next. Amita was directing a handful of Alesians in raised tones, trying to establish some semblance of order. Stephan and a few of his stable boys were hammering pickets for horses and hauling armfuls of hay.
“Thank the gods!” Maria gasped when she spotted us. “Where have you been?”
She broke from the chaos and made her way over with quick steps. I narrowed my eyes at the sight of Patrick clutched to her hip, the boy’s face pinched with uncertainty at all the noise and fuss.
“Where’s Violet?” I asked, glancing around in search of his gray-haired nurse.
“Took ill,” Maria replied briskly. “Here,” she added, foisting the boy off on Quintin. “Make yourself useful.”
The Tuvrian blinked in surprise and held the child out at arm’s length. “I don’t-”
But Maria was already pulling me away into the crowd, leaving a flustered Quintin behind. I might have laughed, if not for the grim scene around us.
“What’s happened?” I asked.
“The Origin pushed out into Estia.”
“How many?”
“Haven’t had the chance to count. Dozen new caravans. Maybe more.”
Roughly a hundred new mouths to feed. The occupancy of the camp had fluctuated daily, but never had so many arrived all at once. I knew it was only a tiny fraction of those fleeing Persica’s brutality, but our stores were starting to run low at the end of winter.
Amita intercepted us near a haphazard pile of crates and grain sacks that had been stacked near the center of the encampment. I spotted Tommy and his boys lingering nearby, their steely gazes discouraging any of the hungry onlookers from doing anything rash.
“Eustace is working on some stew, but it will be a bit yet,” Amita informed us, not bothering with pleasantries. “Stephan’s getting them settled. There are a number of injured.”
Both women’s eyes were dark with purpose. Maria wiped her hands on her apron, straightened in her fine wool gown, and set her jaw.
“Right, then. No time to waste.”
From infected lash marks to burns and broken bones, we did our best to aid them from a makeshift infirmary in the middle of the camp. It was little more than a few crates, a small fire, and one tall, leaky barrel of rain water, but the word quickly spread and those who needed care found their way to us.
Once the worst cases had been seen to, Amita begged off to check in with Stephan and help distribute stew. I ground poultices while Maria gently pressed her palms to a woman’s heavily-pregnant belly, her face pinched with concentration.
“He’s just settling,” she concluded, straightening from her stooped position and offering the young woman a reassuring smile. “A few more weeks, I think. Try not to worry. He’ll come when he’s ready.”
The expectant mother’s face bloomed with relief and she thanked Maria effusively before her husband took her arm and led her away.
“How do you know?” I asked. “That the child is alright.”
Maria turned to me, another smile creasing the lines around her eyes. “Plenty of experience. I have two older sisters, you know. I helped bring in every one of their children, my own pregnancies notwithstanding.”
“You have other children?”
Her smile faltered slightly. “Three living.” She settled down onto a crate beside me and picked up a stalk of marrowbane from the basket of herbs at my feet.
“…I’m sorry.”
She waved me off and began plucking leaves from the stem, depositing them into a small bowl on her lap. “We had trouble, at first. I lost two babes before Martin came along. Francis followed barely a year after, as though nothing were ever amiss.”
“Where are they now?”
“Oh, they’re both men grown, now. Martin’s minding the estate while we’re away. Francis lives with his wife near the Istran border.”
I grabbed a pinch of the marrowbane from her bowl and added it to the mixture I was grinding. “And Patrick?”
She huffed a quiet laugh. “He was quite a surprise! I’d thought my childbearing years long passed, but the Mother had other plans.” Her keen gaze shifted to me. “I hear you yourself are soon to be married.”
The pestle in my hand slowed. How would I ever reach Adrian, if he was trapped at sea?
“Someday, perhaps,” I said.
When the flow of patients dried up, I stood and stretched my stiff back, wiping a bit of grime from my brow. 
“What next?” I asked.
Maria scanned the roughly-delineated campsites. “Should make the rounds. Get a tally. Find out what’s needed.”
“I’ll go.”
“Not without me, you won’t,” came a grumble from behind. We both turned to find Quintin with a bright-eyed Patrick hanging from his arm. The boy’s hands were wrapped around one vambrace like a tree branch, two tiny legs dangling. Despite his droll tone, the Tuvrian’s features were soft with contentment.
I folded my arms and cocked a brow at him. “Now there’s a sight I never thought to see.”
Maria brushed past me. “Oh, please. He’s nearly as fond of Quintin as he is of you.” She planted her hands on her hips and glared up at my guardian. “And I’ll thank you to stop putting nonsense into my son’s head.”
“Me?” he balked.
“Violet tells me several pieces of cutlery have turned up in the nursery. Seems he’s been arming his toys and staging mock duels.”
Quintin lifted the boy to eye level. “Duels over what?”
“The honor of the legion!” Patrick declared.
“Which legion?”
The boy beamed and belted out a ferocious roar.
A conspiratorial smirk twisted the Tuvrian’s mouth until he caught Maria’s searing glare and quickly buried it behind a cough. Wise to the imminent danger, he deposited Patrick into her arms. The child continued roaring with enthusiasm until Maria snaked a hand over his mouth, pinning my guardian with a sharp look.
“Perhaps fewer stories about Crimson Bear and more…” She gave her head an exasperated shake. “Anything else.”
Quintin promised as much and we set out to make our slow circuit around the camp. As we wove our way between the first group and the second, I eyed him sidelong.
“Crimson Bear?”
He glanced at me, hesitating before he replied. “My old company.”
I knew so little about his life before he came into our service. That rare scrap of his history felt unwontedly precious. I yearned to dig for more, but his guarded reply made it clear he wasn’t keen on sharing, so I dredged up my best haughty lilt instead.
“I didn’t realize I had competition.”
“He used to sneak into the garden and watch me practice.”
I lifted my chin an incensed fraction. “Well I offer him pirates and sea monsters and adventures. I don’t see why he’d bother sitting in the snow watching you flail about.”
Of course, I did know. I’d stared too, once. Quintin at his drills was a breathtaking sight, a storm of deadly precision and grace. I still caught myself staring, sometimes.
“Your pirates put him to sleep,” he dismissed. I thought I saw another smile tugging at the corner of his mouth before he turned his face away to examine a nearby wagon. “And not just him, either.”
I stared at the back of his head, recalling the few times I’d woken with Patrick in the crook of my arm and the collection of Kortan tales returned inexplicably to the side table. The hearth had always had a fresh log added, an extra blanket draped over us on colder days. I’d always assumed it was Maria checking in on us. Now, I wasn’t so sure.
“Lass!” Tommy called out, bringing us up short. He ambled over through the crowd, sharp hazel eyes fixed on me. “Boys poked around,” he said. “Thought ye might wanna know, one of the new groups came from Litheria.”
My smile fell, heart stumbling. “Where?”
He pointed us toward a small cluster of tents echoing with the chatter of young children, a single wagon and the boney nag that pulled it hobbled nearby. A man of middling years was bringing a small fire to life in the middle of their site. He didn’t even glance up when we approached.
 “You’re from the White City?” I blurted, my desperation for news overruling any sense of polite discourse.
“Aye,” the man replied absently. He gave the pile of kindling another blow. The damp leaves smoked, a few licks of flame struggling forth. “Got out about a week ago-”
“Can you tell us what’s happening?” The words came out unintentionally shrill, more demand than question. Quintin elbowed me and shot me a pointed look. “Forgive me,” I amended. “I have friends there, still. Can you tell us anything?”
He fed a few small sticks to the growing flames. “What do you want to know?”
“Anything. Everything.”
The man finally looked up at me, his hands falling still. Gray-green eyes searched my face, brows knitting as though seeing something familiar. He settled a small log on the fire and stood, wiping his hands on his trousers. I noticed a thin brass band on his finger, but there were no women’s things about the campsite, no trace of a mother to the children scurrying about.
“Best sit down,” he said.
We spoke with him for a long while, attempting to gather as much detail as possible regarding the Persican forces and the conditions inside the city. As I’d feared, Aubrey had ignored my warnings. He never was one to sit idle for long. A number of scathing limericks had started circulating in taverns and on street corners. Short and cutting, they served as a uniting backbone to a quiet resistance brewing within the shadows and alleyways of Litheria. In addition to the rhymes, clever posters depicting the Steward in women’s undergarments or other humorous and humiliating bits of satire appeared every week or so across the city. I couldn’t help but laugh aloud at the description of one such illustration involving a frisky mule and a rather unflattering depiction of Solomon’s personal bits.
Posters and poetry did little to stop the priests, though.
A permanent platform had been constructed in the temple square, upon which a row of whipping crosses had been erected. To either side, the marble cobblestones were charred black from the Origin’s pyres. The former was filled daily with the faithless and unyielding, men and women stripped bare and beaten until they begged for Al’Rahim’s mercy.
As to the latter, well, let’s just say the price of firewood was on the rise.
Those who still held out hope for their queen’s return continued to light the street lanterns at night. A tradition that had been a mark of civic pride for centuries morphed into something more: a quiet act of defiance, a beacon of hope for all to share. When Solomon caught on, he had every one of the lanterns smashed.
For a while, fear kept the city bathed in darkness until, on the night of Yule, another round of posters had appeared.
No ignominious depiction of the High Priest, this time.
No scathing limerick printed in bold font.
The man with whom we’d been speaking turned to dig in his threadbare rucksack, drawing forth a folded bit of worn paper and offering it to me. I carefully unfurled the weathered page, my breath catching in my throat. One hand rose, unbidden, to cover my mouth.
Selice, in all her radiant beauty, dominated the page. Facing the viewer with a look of unwavering determination, she held a glowing lantern high, the golden crown upon her head gleaming in its light. Chin raised and brows knit, she shone with defiant fury.
“The lights came back, after that,” the man said, watching me stare at the image on my lap. “Folks put candles in their windows, now. Lanterns, if they can afford it.” After a short pause, he shifted forward and pointed to the other figure on the page. “That’s you, isn’t it, my lady?”
Just behind Selice, another young woman had been depicted in shining plate armor, brandishing a white banner with the Aduline sunburst emblazoned upon it.
Aubrey, what have you done…
Bare-headed and green-eyed, it was a startling likeness. Somehow, the artist had managed to make my cropped sable hair look like a badge of honor rather than a mark of defeat. I could almost hear Aubrey laughing in my head, almost see that handsome face split with unrestrained glee. He must have thought it a great lark, making me out to look like the Queen’s own champion.
But it was wrong. All wrong. It planted dangerous assumptions in people’s minds.
It made promises I couldn’t keep.
Quintin’s sidelong glances grated on me as we made our way back up toward the manor that evening. He’d been trailing me quietly for hours as I went about gathering Maria’s tally, his watchful gaze asking questions I didn’t want to answer. Not in the middle of a crowded camp, at least. Now that we had only the dusk-drawn fields for company, I finally caved to his persistent stares. Hours of stewing over the dangerous repercussions of Aubrey’s posters had worn my nerves raw.
“What?”
I barked, not breaking my anxious stride or bothering to look his way.
“He’s a Chamberlain,” Quintin replied evenly. “What did you expect?”
“I expected him to leave me the hell out of it.”
“You and the Queen disappeared from the city at nearly the same time. There were bound to be rumors.” When I didn’t respond, he added, “Aubrey’s using his gift to give them some hope. It’s a good story.”
“It’s a damned lie.”
“Maybe so, but it’s you thousands of Litherians saw in the temple square.”
I stomped up the last slope toward the tall iron gates. “Yes, me they saw shouting at the King. Me they heard denounced as a traitor to the Crown. Me whose head they all called for as they marched me through the streets.” My eyes burned at the bitter memory.
“They were angry. Afraid.”
I planted my feet and turned on him, the portcullis looming over our heads like an axe waiting to fall. “They threw rocks at me, Quintin. Rotten food. I was a spectacle to them. Nothing more.”
I hated that I couldn’t quite keep the hurt from my voice. I hated the flicker of pity in his eyes. With a disgusted shake of my head, I turned for the house once more, but he caught my arm and stopped me.
“And now you have a chance to be something else,” he said. “Aubrey’s giving you that.” He gestured loosely toward the manor, his tone softening. “You can be more than the things they call you.”
Traitor. Kingslayer.
I’d earned them both.
“I can’t erase what I am.”
“Then stop trying. Accept it and move forward.”
“How?” I demanded, searching his face.
A quiet sigh hissed out his nostrils. “I don’t know. Find a way.”



Chapter 22
Spring arrived in a hurry and I gradually settled into my largely ceremonial position as the head of my House. Elliot still handled all interactions with Selice and her allies but the day-to-day management of everything from the herd to the cavalry patrols was left to me. Amita quickly proved herself invaluable. I’d been taught how to govern my family’s estate, of course, but there is a vast chasm between the theory of a thing and the doing of it. My father’s chamberlain helped guide me across that gap.
Aside from the addition of copious amounts of paperwork – requisitioning supplies for the Queen’s army was proving a tedious and time-consuming endeavor – little else changed about my daily routine. Every morning of drills, every afternoon in the camp, every evening ride in the outer fields felt like a step forward, a step away from Solomon and the Red Priest and the terrors that yet blackened my dreams. Those consistent acts of purpose rooted me, piece by piece, to the invisible, in-between place Selice’s stay of judgement had carved for me.
I got stronger. The dreams became less frequent. I no longer saw ghosts in every corner of every room. Buoyed by my progress, I decided it was finally time to attempt the one thing I feared I might never reclaim.
Quintin turned at the sound of my entry, the first lights of the day peeking through the Oak’s sprawling canopy to cast the garden in dim purple hues. He’d forgone his armor in favor of a light tunic, a once-unthinkable concession that was becoming more and more common, at least while we were within the confines of the manor’s high walls. As I drew near, his gaze fell to the recurve in my hand, borrowed from the house armory.
“I’ve little skill with a bow,” he warned.
I slipped the quiver off my shoulder and set it against a bench. “I do – or did once.”
I glanced around. At the garden’s perimeter sat the straw target I’d requested from Amita the previous day. The sight of it sent a shiver of doubt through me but I refused to abandon what was once my strongest skill without at least an attempt. I pulled the bouquet of arrows from the quiver and staked them in the soft dirt a good twenty paces opposite the target. Plucking one from the pile, I knocked it and paused, staring down at scarred fingers wrapped around weathered yew.
This is mine, I told myself in as firm a tone as I could conjure. I will make it mine again.
I strained to draw the string back to my ear. Unused muscles in my shoulders and back issued a litany of complaints. My left hand trembled on the riser, clenched in a desperate grip around the wood.
But at least I could draw it.
When I loosed, the arrow sailed wide, past the target and into the bushes beyond. Nothing unexpected. I was months out of practice. I checked myself with a deep breath and tried again, forcing my shattered hand to hold tighter, squeeze harder, determined to stop its shaking. But the second arrow flew just as far afield as the first, as did the third and fourth after it. My frustration grew with each failure. I cursed my weakness in bitter silence, fingers tightening around the bow until they went white, but no matter how viciously I squeezed, my ruined hand still trembled.
Not so proud now, are we?
I wasn’t going to let him win. Not this. Solomon had taken enough from me. The grief, the scars, the bits of me that were irrevocably broken; I’d lost count of all the ways he’d conquered me.
No more.
I drew a line inside my mind. A furious, black line.
Not a single fucking thing more.
There was a way. There had to be. I just had to find it. Digging deep for my training, I shoved my emotions aside and considered my failure with the cold, systematic detachment my mother had drilled into me for years.
Why did you miss? she asked.
I missed because my hand was shaking.
Why does it shake?
Because it’s broken. Worthless.
No. Why does it shake?
From the effort of gripping the bow tightly.
Then why hold so tight?
Without a firm grip, the bow would jerk when I loosed my arrow, throwing my aim even further askew.
Any other reason?
No, the-
My brows knit. An idea flickered to life in my mind.
Quintin eyed me in confusion as I spun, searching, my manic gaze finally stopping on the neck of his tunic. 
“What are you doing?” he protested as I reached out and grasped the laces there.
“I need this,” I muttered absently, tugging the knot free and working the length of cord from its eyelets. Hope skipped through me, driving away the shadows of doubt and replacing them with feverish focus. “I assume you’d rather I didn’t use my own.”
His jaw tightened but he offered no further argument. Once liberated, I knotted one end of the cord around the riser of my bow and wound the rest around my wrist, tethering the weapon to my hand. I knocked another arrow and drew, locking my thumb to form a stiff ‘V’ that cradled the riser against the heel of my palm. Fighting instinct, I relaxed the rest of my fingers one by one.
The bow stopped shaking.
I took aim and released half my breath, then loosed. The arrow sank into the outer margins of the target.
My heart leapt, but I didn’t dare trust a single result. I adjusted the tether and shot again and again, each arrow landing a fraction closer to the center. Shoot. Adjust. Shoot. Adjust. When the final arrow thudded soundly into the red circle in the middle of the straw, I lowered my exhausted arms and felt a glorious warmth flood my chest.
This is mine.
Quintin stood at my side, arms crossed and lace-less tunic laid open down to the breastbone. He might have balked at such indecency, once, but it didn’t seem to bother him now.
“Well,” he said with a heavy exhale, “I suppose we’ve finally found something you’re good at.”



Chapter 23
I was still floating on the cloud of my triumph when the knock echoed through my chambers. I’d just finished washing the sweat and grime of the morning drills from my skin, squeezing a towel around my damp hair to keep it from soaking my clean tunic. I tugged open the door to find Trina standing outside.
She batted those big mahogany eyes, smiled that sharp, knowing smile, and said, “The Queen’s council demands your presence.”
Fear swept through me. My soaring heart crashed to the floor. Had Selice’s men questioned the refugees? Had she seen the poster? Had Trina caught me spying? A hundred possibilities raced through my mind in the time it took me to glance down at my rustic attire.
“I’ll change into something more appropriate,” I said.
Her eyes drifted over me, that placid grin unwavering. “Her Majesty commanded that you arrive with haste. As you are will do fine.”
I tucked my tunic the rest of the way in and raked my fingers through my hair as we walked briskly down the hall toward the salon on the first floor. The Queen’s handmaid rapped delicately on the door before opening it and ushering me inside.
“Lady Lazerin for you, Majesty.”
All the details of the room were familiar to me, though certainly more interesting viewed from ground level rather than through a crack in the plastered ceiling. Only a handful of the original council remained, a mere half-dozen older lords who had sons to return home and rally forces on their behalf. Flanked by Lord Reyus and her captain, Selice stood at her usual post at the head of the table, her immaculate Court mask firmly in place.
“Good. Join us,” she commanded.
Elliot flashed me a discreet smile when I fetched up beside him and offered the Queen an awkward bow.
“How may I be of service, Majesty?”
She was clearly in no mood to stand on ceremony. “I find myself woefully short of couriers, scouts, and spies. Your mother managed an extensive network of all three, correct?”
“She did,” I confirmed cautiously. “Though mostly of the latter.”
“A network you have inherited, I presume?”
“…I’m afraid not, Your Grace.”
But she knew that. I’d told her as much the morning I’d laid out every detail of the events leading up to her father’s death. She knew I couldn’t help her in this. What was she doing?
Selice blinked at me as though my answer was not the one she expected. “I was of the understanding that you were wholly involved in their schemes.”
“I was,” I started, and then backtracked. “Only…my parents kept me in the dark on many things. It was safer that way. If I were to be captured, the less I knew, the better.”
Her tone turned sharp with irritation. “I need resources, Lady Lazerin, not excuses. What have you to offer?”
Several of her council members exchanged smug looks. Maybe that was her reason for bringing me here. A bit of public venom toward me would shore up the divide between us and reassure her allies that her leniency was merely the folly of an untested young Queen, an attempt to demonstrate her just temperament. They might think her naïve for it, but that was far better than thinking her complicit.
But I had nothing to offer her, here. My mother had been thorough. I never knew how she contacted her couriers, or the names of any of her spies. Even the notes written in cipher were never addressed or signed. For my own part, I had Aubrey, but I’d not even dared trying to contact him yet for fear of putting him at risk.
I met Selice’s eyes and gave my head a helpless shake. “I am sorry, Majesty.”
Her piercing gaze never wavered. “Apologies do not win wars. I need you to do better.”
“Perhaps if I knew the task-”
“She will not help us, Your Grace,” Lord Agreil interjected with a dismissive wave my way. “Even if she did, we’d be fools to trust a word she says.”
“I am in need of a smuggler,” she said plainly, ignoring him. “One who can get in and out of the White City unnoticed and circumvent the Steward’s many eyes and ears.”
I paled, realization settling like a cold stone in my stomach. The mysterious Nightingale must not have come through. Selice needed Tommy, but she dared not suggest his name herself. Given her unprecedented intervention on my behalf, Selice’s familiarity with a Lloegran cutthroat would raise more than just eyebrows. Trina could provide his name, but doing so would compromise the Queen’s most valuable agent. I, on the other hand, was known to consort with criminals. Selice wasn’t about to show her own hand when she could just as easily show mine.
Still, I was hesitant to name him in front of this hostile company. Not without assurances. I steeled myself and met her expectant gaze.
“Can you swear to me that no harm will come to him?”
“Swear to you?” Lord Agreil guffawed. “You have some nerve, Kingslayer-” His words cut short when the Queen raised one slender hand.
“I swear on my blood I intend him no harm,” she said, “but what I mean to offer is no safe endeavor.”
“And if he refuses?” I pressed. “Will you let him walk away without consequence?”
Her tone turned icy. “You mistake your deceitful methods for my own. The choice is his. I do not blackmail my subjects into service.”
The silence stretched. Nine pairs of merciless eyes carved into me. Everything about me felt unsteady.
“There is a man who traveled with me,” I confessed at length. “An older man by the name of Tommy.”
“Bring him,” Selice commanded before I could say anything more. Trina bobbed a hasty curtsy and disappeared into the hall.
The council members voiced their concerns while we waited, but I was too distracted to listen. Fear and doubt gnawed at my insides until Trina delivered Tommy to us. I saw the way his anxious gaze darted around the room, the way his fingers hovered at his belt where his absent knives usually sat, but a lifetime on the streets of Dockside had taught him well. He knew to show no weakness before wolves. He strode right up to the table, snatched his hat from his head, and offered Selice a sweeping bow.
“Ye sent for me, Majesty?”
She peered down the long table at him. “You are a thief and a smuggler, is that right?”
His hazel eyes widened a fraction, but he quickly covered with a careless king-of thieves smile and dipped his head in a remarkably unconvincing gesture of humility. “I am what life made me, Yer Grace.”
“Well, now it seems life seeks to make you a man of means,” she mused. “I’ve need of a spymaster. One with your particular strengths. If you are willing and able to provide the services I require, I’ll see you paid handsomely for your trouble.”
The offer startled me as much as it did Tommy, though he did a far better job of concealing his surprise. A spymaster? I knew kings had such things, of course, but I’d assumed Trina served that purpose for her, or was at least a liaison for whoever did.
Tommy thumbed his empty belt. “In my experience, folk have a wide range of definitions of the word ‘handsomely’.”
“I can assure you, the Crown is generous to those who serve its interests.”
He dragged out the silence, reading Selice, reading the room. The Queen needed him, and Tommy, being who and what he was, wasn’t about to let such a golden opportunity slip by without taking full advantage.
“I’d need a new shop,” he began slowly. “Somethin’ central, with good access to the river.”
“You’ll have it,” said Selice.
“Trade licenses, too. Legitimate ones that’ll see me in with the guilds.”
“That can be arranged.”
“And coin. Loosenin’ tongues ain’t cheap, and it ain’t comin’ outta my pocket.”
Quiet amusement lit her eyes. “Be assured, sir, you’ll have the Crown’s every resource available to you.”
Tommy took a good long moment to weigh her offer and the sincerity of her words.
“Fair enough,” he said at last. “My boys’r scattered, but they’ll find me again. With a new shop and a proper crew, can get ye just about anythin’ ye need.”
“How long?”
He shrugged. “Month, maybe two.”
“That will have to suffice. How soon can you leave for Litheria?”
Tommy snorted a humorless laugh. No one else made a sound. Realizing it wasn’t a joke, Tommy’s face fell.
“Ye can’t be serious.”
The continued silence only seemed to agitate him more.
“Last I saw, the Origin was tearin’ Dockside apart board by board lookin’ for you,” he said, jabbing an accusatory finger my way. He turned back to Selice. “You as well, Majesty.”
“Then it is fortunate you are neither of us,” she countered dryly. “Where did you think I would send you?”
“Dournin? Petrion? Just ‘bout anywhere, ‘cept straight to the bloody grave.”
“The Steward is in Litheria. My brother is in Litheria.”
“Aye,” Tommy drawled, his tone growing perilously flippant. “Where the City Guard’ll still be offerin’ a sum for my head.”
“You have so little faith in your own reputation?”
“Ain’t no reputation can outbid an empty stomach. Folk’ll turn their own mothers in for a loaf of bread, ye make ‘em hungry enough, and ye can be damned sure the priest is seein’ to that.”
Selice’s jaw tightened. “I know what I’m asking, sir.”
“Don’t think ye do, lass.”
A ripple of outrage swept the table that anyone, let alone a baseborn rogue like Tommy, would dare refer to the Queen of Alesia as lass.
“Then where do you suggest?” Reyus intervened before their grumblings erupted into action. “Access to the White City is paramount.”
The two men exchanged a long, weighted look before Tommy shuffled up to the map and dropped one finger unerringly on a single small marker.
“Kingston?” I blurted before I could stop myself.
“Aye,” he said, glancing back at me with a devious grin. “Right under their noses.”
“Kingston’s barely a half-day’s ride from Litheria,” another lord huffed. “A conspicuous choice for someone so concerned about being identified.”
“Ain’t no Guard in Kingston,” Tommy bit back. “And few folk in Dockside ever see the other side of the walls. Most that do, dock hands and the like, been runnin’ for me for years.”
The pieces snapped into place.
“The barges,” I realized, staring at the meandering line of the Septim on the map. “You’re going to use the river.”
Most of these men are ours, Adrian had said, sitting across from me at our dark little corner table at the Greyshor. He’d told me those who retired from the southern fleet often found more profitable ventures working the river.
Working for Tommy.
My heart raced at the possibilities. If Tommy could run barges in and out of Dockside under Solomon’s nose, maybe I would finally have a safe way to contact Aubrey, or even help him. What’s more, maybe those working farther downriver could find out what port Adrian’s fleet was using for resupply and get a message to him.
Elliot peered at the town’s modest mark on the map. “The market at Kingston brings in goods from all over northern Alesia. Grain, salt fish, wool, pork.”
Tommy nodded. “And the wharf sees it all shipped downriver to Litheria.” He shot Selice a pointed look across the table. “Or elsewhere, if need be. Less I’m mistaken, Yer Grace’ll be needin’ a fair bit o’grain, before long.”
A rare twist of a smile caught at the corner of her lips. “So we shall. Compile a list of your needs and bring it to me before the day is out. I expect you on your way before week’s end.”
Tommy bowed and turned to leave. Feeling I’d already overstayed my welcome, I made to follow.
“One more thing before you go, Lady Lazerin,” Selice called, stopping me short. Tommy spared me a glance before slipping out the door alone. I turned back to find the Queen peering down her nose at me. “Tell us your thoughts on the Lord Van Dryn and his son.”
My heart stumbled. “Regarding?”
“Their trustworthiness. Their loyalty. I want to know if Daria can be pressed into action.”
I hesitated. “Lord Yuri is a complicated man, Your Grace, and I don’t know him well. Lord Oristei would-”
“Lord Reyus was not trained as a spy. Your impression, Lady Lazerin, while the day is still young.”
Beneath that cold impatience, I knew what she wanted from me. Leverage. An assessment of risk. The Van Dryns were uniquely positioned to contest the Persican advance, but the cost to their House and their people would be far greater than any other noble family would face. Selice wanted to know if they’d be willing to make such a sacrifice.
“Lord Yuri is…calculating,” I said.
“A survivor. His loyalty is to his family, above all else. He won’t move against Persica unless the odds firmly favor him.”
Which they most certainly didn’t. The reports made it clear that the enemy held the upper hand in Daria. The faces around the table darkened, Selice’s included.
“And your betrothed?” she pressed.
I thought of our last days together in Petrion and the worries that had dogged him.
“Adrian is devoted to his family,” I said, “but his heart belongs to his people. He will do anything to keep them from harm.”
Anything, including making himself and his men fugitives. The White Sea was his responsibility and he’d fight to the last ship to defend it.
I lifted my gaze to find Selice watching me intently, likely trying to puzzle out the faraway look on my face. I gave my head a solemn shake and dared a note of warning.
“Do not ask them to choose, Majesty. They may have different reasons, but no Van Dryn will watch Daria burn for you.”
“…I see.” The weight of her disappointment hung over the room like a dark cloud. “Very well,” she said, waving me away. “You may leave us.”
With one final bow, I fled.



Chapter 24
The whole household gathered in the courtyard to see him off. Two wagons, loaded to bursting and covered with canvas tarps, waited beneath a misty spring morning while Tommy made his farewells. A dozen guards would see him safely to Kingston, among them, the three young men who’d dragged me from the prison.
“I’m afraid time has run out, lads,” I said when I pulled them aside. “Tell me your decisions.”
Daniel spoke up first, the eldest and boldest of the three. “Can’t go wrong with coin, miss.”
I nodded. “You’ll have it.”
Matt fidgeted with the hem of his tunic. I’d concluded he was the youngest among them, quick and sharp, but with a nervous disposition. He asked for a kiss, first, but when he saw the startled look on my face, he turned a frightening shade of red and asked for a horse instead.
I gave both happily.
Daniel mussed Matt’s hair with a grin while I turned my attention to Will. The tall young man held steady under my regard, meeting my eyes when the other two dared not.
“I would ask that you accept my service, my lady.”
I blinked up at him. “Your service?”
He nodded to Quintin, standing behind my left shoulder. “You let him follow you everywhere. Why not me?”
“Are you a master swordsman?”
He had the grace to blush. “No, but I know my way around a knife. And locks. And a fair number of other things I’d wager might be useful to someone like you. And I can learn. I want to learn.” There was a fervor in his green eyes that made my heart ache.
“You’d be better off swearing your service to Queen Selice,” I pointed out. “Far more glory to be had in the Crown’s employ than mine.”
He stiffened. “Begging your pardon, miss, but it’s my boon. You said anything within your power to grant.”
This was surely that. The stubborn set of his jaw told me he wasn’t going to budge, though I couldn’t for the life of me understand why.
“Alright William,” I said, gesturing to the stones beneath our feet. “Make your pledge.”
I’d never seen such a thing done. In truth, it was rarely done at all anymore, with the exception of when members of the Royal Guard swore themselves to the Crown. I wasn’t honestly sure what to expect. With Quintin providing the words, Will knelt on the cold cobblestones, earnest eyes fixed on my face, and bound his life to mine.
His companions jostled him good-naturedly, afterward, but the gravity of his choice echoed in all their eyes. That oath severed the bond of brotherhood between them, marking an irreversible departure from their ranks. The knowledge lent a shade of sorrow to their smiles and jests, but though I watched him closely, my newly-sworn armsman’s face held no trace of regret. 
Amita saw to it that Daniel received his coin, and Matt, his horse. The former tucked the purse into his tunic with a satisfied smile. The latter grinned from ear to ear, scratching the mare’s neck and chatting quietly to her. Will hovered near me, tense and fidgeting as though he wasn’t sure what to do with himself.
“Poachin’ my lads now?” Tommy growled as he ambled over. “They’re few and far between as it is.”
“That’s why he’s going with you,” I replied. Will opened his mouth to protest, but quickly shut it when I cut a sharp look his way. “You’ll accompany Tommy to Kingston and help him get settled,” I said, drawing a letter from beneath my cloak. I’d planned to pass it into Tommy’s keeping, but Will’s choice had opened up an entirely new path of possibilities. “When he no longer needs you, ride south to Erade. Find out what port Lord Adrian Van Dryn is using and deliver this letter into his hands.”
Will gave a solemn nod and tucked the missive into his vest. “Yes, my lady.”
“And if you can get into Litheria undetected, call at the Chamberlain manor in the Noble Quarter. Tell Aubrey…” I hesitated, wondering if I should have just written him a letter, too, but I had little to say and nothing that was worth endangering his life. “Tell him his dove is not pleased with his artwork,” I said. “And ask if he has any letters for Agorai.”
“I’ll see to it, my lady.”
The few silver I dropped into his palm made his green eyes go big, but I followed them up with a stern warning.
“I trust you know not to draw attention to yourself, and to overnight in reputable inns along the way.”
He stuffed the coins into his pocket. “Aye.”
I gave him a hard once-over just to drive my expectations home, then jerked my head toward the stable. “Go see Stephan about a horse.”
“Yes, my lady.” And with a flicker of an excited smile, he dashed off toward the stable.
“Ye ought not encourage him,” Tommy muttered as we both watched him go.
“He deserves a chance, same as anyone,” I replied. “I need someone capable I can trust. If he learned from you, I expect I won’t find anyone better.”
“He’s a good lad. Been with me since he was a boy. Quick fingers, but too much spirit. Always daydreamin’ ‘bout open skies an’ the like. Guess he’ll get plenty o’that, now.”
“I’ll make sure of it,” I promised.
Tommy and I turned to one another, both of us recognizing that the moment of parting could be put off no longer. My throat tightened as I met his hazel eyes. He pulled the short-brimmed cap from his head.
“Well, lass...”
I stood there a moment, at a loss for words, before throwing my arms around him in earnest. Clinging to him, I buried my face in his brown-and-silver hair as he wrapped me in a crushing embrace for a long, silent moment. When he finally released me, he held me at arm’s length and gave me a quick appraisal, eyes glistening and voice rough.
“Ana would’ve been proud to see ye standin’ there.”
I bit my cheek to keep my own tears at bay. “Thank you, Tommy. For all of it.”
He nodded, sniffing short and sharp before turning to Quintin. Despite their initial encounter, they had developed a rapport over the months of my convalescence. Tommy extended one scarred hand to him, some private exchange weighting the air between them.
“Keep her safe, lad.”
Quintin clasped Tommy’s forearm. “I will.”
In the damp morning air, we watched them go, clutching our cloaks about our shoulders until they disappeared in the distance.



Chapter 25
Spring gradually gave way to summer and troops began filtering in, batches of small companies from nearby provinces marching beneath flags of every color. Noble Houses, town militias, hedge knights; they all trickled in by the dozens to answer the Queen’s call. 
Selice’s council grew more anxious by the day. I listened in on a few of their meetings but the topics were tedious and composed largely of meaningless conjecture on troop numbers and battle tactics. I decided to stop bruising my ribs in the cellar crawlspace and just asked Elliot to keep me informed instead.
In lieu of spending hours with my head stuffed in a dusty ceiling, I started running my cavalry drills in the western fields each day. With battle quickly approaching and the makeshift tether restoring my ability to use a bow, I worked in earnest to refine my skills.
Quintin joined me, of course, claiming he had nothing better to do. To pass the time, he tried his own hand at shooting from the saddle. I will admit I enjoyed reversing our roles, for once. I gave him pointers as he raced past the row of targets on his stalwart gelding time and time again. His comment about his skill with a bow hadn’t been feigned humility. He really was terrible. On solid ground, he could find his mark with reasonable consistency, but the jostling of a horse beneath him proved his undoing. To spare his pride, I suggested a number of exercises that had to be performed on two feet, rather than astride.
Our activities drew an audience, even though I’d made sure to pick a spot a good distance from the camps. At first, only a handful wandered over to gawk, but their numbers steadily grew into a group of nearly two dozen that showed up in the same spot like clockwork each morning. They kept their distance for weeks until, one day, they didn’t.
I’d become so accustomed to ignoring them that I didn’t even notice when they appeared. I sat on the grass, catching my breath after an impromptu round of sparring, listening to the sigh of the wind sweeping over the fields. Quintin leaned against a massive boulder nearby, sleeves rolled up against the heat.
“They’re back,” he murmured.
I swallowed a mouthful of water and followed his gaze to the cluster of familiar figures loitering along the short stone wall a good hundred paces away. “Mhm.”
“You should talk to them.”
I stuffed the cork back into my waterskin and slumped backward in the cool grass, closing my eyes against the glare of the late morning sun. “And say what, exactly? ‘Stop staring, you’re making my nanny uncomfortable’?”
Quintin snorted a reluctant laugh.
“They’re bored,” I dismissed.
“They’re just looking for a bit of entertainment.”
“Or they want something.”
“I’m in the camp for hours every day. If they wanted something, they’d ask.”
“…Looks like they’re about to.”
I knit my brows and cracked one eye open to find the cluster of young men and women had started our way. As they drew closer, I realized many of them carried weapons. I climbed to my feet and snatched my sword from the grass. Quintin pushed off his perch and positioned himself a few paces in front of me.
At Quintin’s signal, they halted several steps away and the collective group nudged one young man to the fore. A low-quality bow was clutched in his left hand, but I saw no quiver or arrows. The others appeared to be similarly ill-equipped. It was clear they meant us no harm, but a knot formed in my stomach when I realized the next most likely reason for why they’d come.
“You’re the one that’s been helping us?” he called to me.
I slid my sword back into its sheath. “One of them, yes.”
“You’re the Lady of Lazerin.”
It still felt strange to hear it aloud. “I am.”
He gave my attire a curious once-over before gesturing to the row of straw targets spaced along the paddock’s eastern rail. A nervous smile flitted across his face.
“You’re a good shot,” he remarked.
“Thanks.”
“…Could you teach me?”
There was a rumble of displeased whispers behind him.
“Us,” he corrected quickly. “Could you teach us?”
I opened my mouth to refuse but the words died on my tongue. Two dozen faces stared back at me, painted with the same tired, lost look that all the camp’s ever-changing residents seemed to share. Beneath it lay something else, though. Something painfully familiar. Anger. Hunger. A desperate need to reclaim some sense of power over the shattered remnants of their lives.
Quintin’s words echoed in the back of my head, just as they had been for weeks, so similar to what my mother had said in my dream.
You must be more.
I could be. I knew how. Confidence is a cloak of many colors and I had spent years learning every way to wear it. I could walk away, keep to my invisible place in the shadows without risk of discovery or ridicule, or I could bury the awful truth of what I was and become what they wanted from me. Teaching a few dozen Alesians how to shoot was hardly a monumental request. Was I really such a coward that I’d shy from even that small act of leadership?
I shuffled up alongside Quintin, his gaze catching mine for a brief but meaningful moment.
Time to choose.
I stepped past him toward the disheveled group, sweeping my eyes across their ranks. Twenty-two of them, none older than thirty. Five were women.
“All of you?” I asked.
A wave of nods and hopeful murmurs rippled through them. I eyed their chosen leader, whose face had brightened noticeably.
“I only see eight bows.”
“We can share,” he assured.
“You plan on sharing arrows, too?” I’d spotted only one quiver among them, with only a handful of shabby fletches sticking out. They’d need significant outfitting. I gave them one last scan, making a tally in my mind. “Come back tomorrow. I’ll bring whatever the armory can spare.”
“What about him?” a sharp voice called out over the swell of excited chatter. The rest quickly fell silent. I spotted him, a boy barely a day over fifteen with a mop of black hair and eyes far too hard for his age. When the others parted, I saw he held a chipped falchion in his hand. “Can he teach us the sword?” he demanded.
I glanced at Quintin but he didn’t look back. His gaze remained fixed on the boy like he was staring down a ghost. After a long moment, his breastplate slowly rose and fell with a heavy breath.
“Alright,” he said. “Tomorrow.”

They scrounged up what weapons they could. For the rest, I emptied the house armory. Quintin started them with sticks, a precaution none of them were too keen about, but I saw the sense to it as they struggled through the most basic one-handed drills. After about a week, he let them begin working with steel. Without practice swords on hand, they went from sticks to honed blades in the blink of an eye and almost all of them bled for it.
After bandaging the eighth injury of the week, I pulled Quintin aside.
“They’ll be fine,” he reassured me. “They’ll learn faster, this way.” When he flashed me that wry Tuvrian grin, I just rolled my eyes and left it alone. His students wore those wounds like badges of honor, though, and I caught more than one young man leveraging his scratches for the attentions of the fairer sex.
I moved my widely-spaced archery targets into a neat row to train those with bows. In the beginning, most of the arrows landed far afield and my students spent a good amount of time searching the grass for them, but they never complained. After the second day, one young woman had the idea to paint some carmine on the shafts to make them easier to find. When I asked her how she’d come up with the idea, she smirked and muttered something about her former profession.
Life takes all kinds.
Every day, at the end of practice, they thanked us. Every day, the shadows in their eyes faded a little more. It healed some small, distant piece of me and fortified my ever-wavering conviction that, despite my reservations, I had made the right choice.
Not everyone was as thrilled about our endeavors. The gezgin scowled from their caravans, shaking their heads at the Alesian women who took to wearing borrowed breeches and tunics to practice in mimic of my own garb.
One afternoon, as we walked the camp distributing supplies, I noticed a group of those same men eyeing me and muttering together in their language. I ignored them and met with the women of the family unit to inquire after their needs. As usual, we used a combination of broken language and universal gesture to communicate, and Quintin kept a careful distance.
One young woman pointed toward the training fields and mimicked shooting a bow, smiling at me.
I pointed at her, and then at the field, raising my brows. “You could join us, you know. Learn to shoot.”
She shook her head, waving me off. I turned my palms up. “Why not?”
“It is not our way,” a firm voice replied in immaculate Alesian from somewhere to my left. I turned to see a jade-eyed grandmother sitting on the steps of her wagon, the door frame at her back ornately carved and painted in bright shades of turquoise. A dark blue scarf covered her silver hair, her dusky skin heavily lined with the marks of her age.
“For women to defend themselves?” I challenged carefully. “Forgive me, mother, but I fear tradition must make way for necessity.”
Her thin lips twisted into a crooked smirk. “Itsu,” she supplied. “I have enough children, girl.”
I offered her a small grin and ducked my head in deference. “An honor, Itsu. I’m-”
“I know who you are.” Her sharp eyes glittered. “Tradition is what has kept us alive, these many centuries. It is our lifeblood as much as your fields and trees are yours.”
“Your men could train with us,” I suggested.
“You are Alesian, training Alesians. It is all they see.”
“I would have them know they are welcome.”
She studied me for a long moment. “I’ll tell them, girl, but they still may not come.”
“You have my thanks, either way.”

No gezgin joined us the next morning or the morning after that. I had all but given up hope of bridging the divide between our cultures when, on the third day, a group of three almond-skinned men approached our makeshift training field with bows over their shoulders. When I strode over to greet them, their leader’s sapphire eyes and sharp features appraised me with marked distaste.
“We are just here to practice,” he said in heavily-accented Alesian.
“Fair enough,” I replied evenly. Then I pointed them toward the least-occupied target in the bunch. “You can join Sasha and Gwen. There’s plenty of room.”
The man bristled. “We do not shoot with women.”
“Then you’ll not shoot at all.”
A few eyes had turned to watch our exchange, sensing the tension in the air. Quintin started toward me from his distant cluster of students, but I turned my palm out to him and he halted.
“This is my training field,” I added steadily, keeping my eyes locked with the gezgin man. “All are welcome here. If you can accept that, I would be glad for you to join us.”
He tried to stare me down but I’d been raised to withstand the razor-edged stares of the Court. With a carefully neutral expression and an uncharacteristic show of patience, I waited. Finally, one of his companions pushed past him, muttering something to him in their own tongue, and went to join the women. The other followed quickly on his heels. Outvoted, the man shook his head and stalked along after them.
It was a tense day. I watched them carefully to ensure there were no issues, but I needn’t have worried. The two Alesian women chatted amicably with them and by the time the practice was called to a close, even the dourest of the three gezgin men had a slightly softer set to his jaw.
More came the next day. The Dacians were skilled marksmen, being a nomadic people who had hunted their native homelands for centuries beyond counting, so although some of them took advantage of the targets, most came to train with Quintin.
The man who had eyed me so dismissively remained curt and distant, not that his companions were much warmer. As a whole, the gezgin men seemed to be willing to tolerate the Alesian women who joined us for the lessons each day, but that indulgence did not extend to me. Eventually, I worked up the courage to ask the jade-eyed grandmother about it as we made our rounds through the camp one afternoon.
“What did you expect?” Itsu cackled, raising one thin brow at my obvious vexation. “They are men, child.”
I waved a hand toward the distant archery targets. “They treat all the others well enough.”
“The others only seek to place themselves equal to men.” She jabbed a gnarled finger at me. “You aim to place yourself above them.”
“That’s not true,” I protested. “I’m just trying to teach.”
She laughed again. “Their fathers taught them to shoot when they were barely old enough to draw back the string. What could you possibly have to teach them?”
“Not them, the Alesians. I’m just trying to show them how to defend themselves. Their families.”
“It’s what they see, child. You pace that row like they are yours to command.”
“Just to supervise,” I insisted, a hint of exasperation creeping into my voice. “To offer help and correction when it’s needed.”
“Every gesture has meaning, even those we do not intend.” I blew my breath out my nostrils in a defeated sigh. Itsu reached over to pat my hand. “Stand beside them, rather than above.”
Across the camp, I spotted the sapphire-eyed gezgin man from the training fields. Even now, he kept a scowl painted on his face, clearly aware of my presence nearby.
“And then he’ll stop hating me so?” I mused half-heartedly with a subtle nod his way.
Itsu’s smile fell. “Yusuf has nothing left but hate. Do not take it to heart.”
I watched him snatch up a hatchet and set to work splitting logs beside his solitary wagon, the paint on it chipped and faded.
“What happened to him?” I dared. A long silence stretched and I turned back to find Itsu watching me with that discriminating gaze.
“He is the last of the tribe of Batu,” she said at length, the words heavy on her tongue. I’d spent enough time among the gezgin to have heard the stories. When Dacia fell, many of the clan chiefs refused to submit to Persica’s rule. Some fled, like Itsu and her people. Others resisted, to the doom of every man, woman, and child in their numbers.
“…You found him?” I asked quietly.
“As we fled.”
I watched Yusuf stack firewood in stiff, economical movements before burying his hatchet in a thick stump. “So he has no one?”
“He has us.”

Taking Itsu’s advice to heart, I spent the next day shooting side-by-side with my students rather than pacing behind them the way Rowan had done to us at the garrison. To my chagrin, Yusuf chose that same day to join Quintin’s trainees, abandoning the straw targets for the clamor of steel.
I reminded myself that he was not the only gezgin man in the group. As I rotated from target to target, I felt their jewel-toned eyes on me, judging my form and noting the tether around my left wrist. Mindful of their superior experience, I restricted my corrections and pointers to those of Alesian descent, occasionally adding a polite request that one of the gezgin men assist those who were struggling. My deference earned me a few suspicious glances, but overall seemed to soften their consideration toward me.
At the end of the day’s practice, the Alesians filed back toward the camp with their habitual murmurs of thanks. One of the gezgin lingered behind, a young man I quickly recognized by the unusually silky quality of his dark, wavy hair. He had been one of the first to offer pointers to the Alesian women in the group. He waited until the rest were gone before approaching me.
“You do better, today,” he remarked with a cautious smile, his heavy accent curling around each word with a musical lilt. “You talk to khogshin Itsu.”
“Khogshin?” I repeated, doing my best not to butcher the word.
His grin broadened a fraction as he searched his broken Alesian for something similar. “Old,” he supplied at length. “Like wise mother.”
I nodded and tasted the word again. “Khogshin.”
A small chuckle slipped from him. “Is close.”
“Emir, right?”
“Emir,” he confirmed. “Son of daughter of khogshin Itsu.” He had the same jade-tone eyes as his grandmother, I realized – the same wry sort of kindness, as well.
“Thank you for your help. Sasha and Gwen have both improved greatly with your assistance.”
He waved off my gratitude. “They have good heart. Not so strong, but they learn.” His gaze fell to the knot of laces around my left wrist. “You need cyp. For bow.”
“Cyp?”
I watched him struggle as he dug through his limited vocabulary. Eventually, he gave up with a frustrated huff.
“Is for hand that is crush by wheel or horse,” he said. “Better than rope. I bring tomorrow, anchin. You see.”
True to his word, Emir appeared at practice the next morning with a strange contraption: a bit of soft leather with a few braided loops attached. I eyed it dubiously and he crooked his fingers at my left hand.
“Give,” he commanded. When I held out my arm, he frowned at the plates of my shield and rapped his knuckles on the steel. “Take off.”
“I need to be able to wear it,” I replied.
“Yes, yes. Just remove. You will see.”
Quintin wandered over to watch as I dropped the heavy gauntlet to the grass at my feet and Emir slipped the soft leather over my hand. My thumb, he fit through one hole in the contraption, fastening the rest around my wrist.
“Bow,” he murmured, and I passed it to him. With deft fingers, he secured the two braided tethers around the groove I’d carved in the riser. “There,” he said with a smug grin. “Now you shoot.”
It was a marked improvement. The leather contraption left my grip far more balanced than the cord had, and was infinitely more comfortable. Though it took a few tries to get accustomed to it, I eventually sank one arrow after another into the center of the distant target. Emir clapped me on the shoulder in an unprecedented gesture of amity before leaving me to rejoin his countrymen nearby.
“Does this mean I get my laces back?” Quintin asked. I turned to find him eyeing me with arms crossed and an amused expression on his face. “That was my favorite shirt, you know.”
I snorted and dug in my pocket, tossing the cord at him. “Big Tuvrian baby.”



Chapter 26
Along with more soldiers, shipments of supplies began arriving daily for Selice’s army. The countless hours of writing correspondences and contracts finally began to bear fruit. So much, in fact, that the cellars and storehouses were quickly filled to bursting and we had to use one of the foaling barns for more storage.
The tension in the air was palpable. Everyone, even our flock of students, could feel the battle creeping closer by the day. Thousands of soldiers now occupied a sprawling camp in the vast fields outside the manor walls, every pair of eyes constantly glancing north toward the fort. The arrival of the Laezon cavalry would signal an end to their interminable waiting and the start of their march east to Litheria.
With the assault drawing near, Elliot and Maria invited me to accompany them to Bendton to begin striking agreements for the fall harvest. Eager for a change of scenery, Quintin and I dismissed our students for the day and set off with my kin after breakfast.
It was just shy of noon when we finally spotted the bustling trade town, a sprawling labyrinth of single- and two-story wooden dwellings straddling the Laezon River. Sunlight glittered off the water like a winding trail of sapphires that flowed down from the mountains of Theria in the northwest. Arching bridges of stone and timber spanned from one side to the other. Hard-packed dirt streets snaked between the buildings, alive with midday traffic.
We left our mounts, along with Elliot and Maria’s carriage, at a livery on the south side of the river just a few blocks from the expansive market square. After a visit to the granary and a stop at the tanners’ guild office, Maria caught my arm.
“You needn’t stay with us,” she said, offering me a sympathetic smile. “I know this is all very tedious.”
I must have looked half-asleep in the last meeting. I wasn’t expected to contribute – Elliot had the details well in hand – but I should have at least been paying attention.
“No,” I replied quickly. “It’s my responsibility. Forgive me, I’ve been distracted.”
“You’ve been running yourself ragged these last few weeks. It’s beautiful day. Go explore the market. Have some fun. I trust Quintin won’t let you get into too much trouble.” She raised her brows at him over my shoulder.
“No guarantees,” he muttered.
Maria gave my arm a squeeze just as Elliot shuffled down the stoop out of the office behind her. “We can handle the inquiries,” she assured. “Go.”
We battled our way through the crowds until the narrow streets gave way to a vast open square along the southern bank of the river. An energetic auction of livestock was taking place at a platform in the center of the plaza. All around the perimeter, row after row of merchants’ stalls displayed everything from cabbages to imported silks.
A familiar smell quickly caught my nose and set my stomach to rumbling. I tracked its source to the water’s edge where a rotund man turned a creaking spit over a bed of glowing coals. Fat sizzled and smoked as it dripped from the large chunk of herb-encrusted meat.
“I see your priorities,” Quintin mused.
I shot him a look. “Don’t try to pretend you’re not hungry. Your stomach started growling before we even left the west fields.”
The man behind the cart flashed me a routine grin and I gladly traded a pair of coppers for two large pieces of flatbread stuffed with savory mutton and drizzled with a tart sauce.
The sound I made as I sank my teeth into it was decidedly unladylike.
Quintin quirked a brow at me, then eyed his own with skepticism. My mouth too full for speech, I jabbed a finger at it and then at his face. He took a far more politely sized bite than I had, chewed a moment, and then tilted his head in concession.
“Reminds me of the street vendors in Elas,” he said.
I nodded toward the olive-skinned man behind his cart. “Hector is from the hills just west of Agorai.”
Quintin blinked at me. “You know him?”
“I used to come here with my parents almost every month in the summer. This is where we sold our secondary stock. Father tried to buy from different vendors each visit, but I always wanted this.” I hefted the half-eaten wrap in my hand.
Quintin glanced at the man. “He didn’t recognize you.”
“I doubt anyone will. It’s been years and I don’t exactly look like a lady.”
The riding gown I’d opted for was green, but it was plain enough to be inconspicuous and my short hair and wiry figure did the rest. Sitting on a stone ledge beside the river eating greasy mutton and simple flatbread, I could be any lowborn guildsman’s daughter.
As we ate, I told Quintin about the town and pointed out landmarks along the river. The wharf on the opposite bank buzzed with activity, dock hands loading and unloading goods from the flat-bottom skiffs. It reminded me of Tommy and I wondered how he was faring in Kingston.
When we finished our lunch, we wandered through the market, weaving between bodies and marveling at the goods in the stalls. No one recognized me, even when we stopped at a familiar herbalist my mother had often visited.
“What’s down there?” Quintin asked. I followed his gaze to the row of permanent structures at the end of the square, their entrances unobstructed by the merchants’ colorful canopies. Their well-maintained facades featured broad, bold signs and wide windows to let in the light.
I eyed him sidelong, grinning. “You are Tuvrian.” And then, without answering his question, I pulled him along toward them.
We passed the dressmaker and the saddlery before he slowed in front of one of the windows. On the other side of the glass, racks of exquisite plate armor caught the light.
“Not there,” I said, giving his elbow an impatient tug. “Aramos has better. You prefer leather, anyway.” Though clearly reluctant to move on, he relented and followed me up the steps into a shop a little ways farther down the row.
The moment we stepped through the door, I faltered. The quiet, close air. The smell of oiled leather. The distant tap of a hammer putting the finishing touches on a piece. The familiarity of it hit me from every angle, knocking something loose inside. Even the light was the same.
I could almost feel him there.
Quintin studied me, noticing my sudden change in demeanor. I forced a careless lilt into my voice.
“I’d wager you could spend a good long while in here.”
“Not if it bothers you,” he replied.
I shook my head. “Just memories.”
“Bad ones?”
“No, but even the good ones hurt a bit.” I tucked away my grief and gave him a feeble shove toward the shop’s interior. “Now go on. The bell’s rung. He’ll be wondering why we’re just standing in the entryway.”
The vast central room was unexpectedly vacant when we reached it. Even the counter stood unattended, though I could hear sounds of activity in the workroom beyond. Afternoon light poured through the windows, the sun’s rays catching on a thousand metal edges. Quintin spun slowly to take in the endless racks of weapons that crowded every wall, his features softened with unabashed awe.
“I’ve never seen so much steel in one place,” he said.
I smiled through the hushed ache in my chest. “Thought you’d like it.”
While Quintin perused the countless rows of swords, I wandered the rest of the shop alone. I drifted past cases of daggers and walls of axes, stands of armor and helms, feeling closer to my father than I had in the months since his death. It hurt to think about him, but there was tenderness in it, too, precious memories brought to life by every graze of my fingers across leather and steel. At length, I came upon the small corner I’d always favored: a single floor-to-ceiling rack of bows with a long bin of arrows beside it. Fletches in every imaginable color whispered beneath my touch. I plucked one from the masses, a gleaming shaft of cedar catching the light.
“I see not much has changed.”
I turned to find the gray-haired proprietor standing a few paces away, watching me with his thumbs tucked in his belt.
“Always came straight in here,” he said quietly, “even as a lass.”
I dropped the arrow back into the bin. “Hello, Aramos.”
He looked just the same as I remembered, with his neatly-trimmed beard and stalwart physique. He rocked back on his heels and gave me a quick appraisal.
“Look more like your mother, now that you’re grown. ‘Cept the eyes, of course. Always had his eyes.”
I forced what I hoped was a gracious smile and a sorrowful sort of silence stretched between us, a mountain of unspoken history hanging in the air. Then he tilted his head in the direction of the main room behind him.
“Come on,” he murmured. “These aren’t for you.”
I followed him to the broad oak counter along the back wall of the shop where Quintin stood with an apprentice, pointing at something atop a long wrap of canvas. Before I got close enough to see what it was, the apprentice gave an enthusiastic nod and disappeared into the back room with the bundle.
“Been a long time since I’ve seen a Tuvrian this far west,” Aramos mused as he circled round to the far side of the counter. He eyed the hilts jutting up over Quintin’s shoulders. “Don’t suppose those are Euzoni-made.”
My guardian lifted one a hand’s breadth from its scabbard, plain steel glinting in the light.
Aramos shrugged. “A man can dream.”
As if in consolation, Quintin pulled his dagger free and set it on the countertop. The sight of its blue-gray whorls made the old man’s eyes light up. He turned the blade over in reverent hands.
“Full tang, no surprise there,” he muttered. “Simple design. Sturdy. A soldier’s blade, if I ever saw one.” He hefted it a few times. “Good balance. Throws well, I’d wager.”
 “Well enough,” Quintin replied.
“Family heirloom?”
The Tuvrian’s face darkened. He accepted the blade back and slipped it home on his belt. “A gift. From a friend.”
A rasping sound echoed from the back room but Aramos’ voice soon drowned it out. “And you?” he asked, eyeing the knife at my hip. “You been taking care of that old relic?”
I pulled it out and offered it to him the way Quintin had his. Aramos spent a few minutes regaling us with descriptions of similar pieces he’d seen over the years, though nothing larger than a dirk had ever come through his shop. His suppliers were mostly local smiths and leatherworkers. Though he did take weapons in on trade, Euzoni steel was a rare sight west of the Septim.
With a shuffle of boots and an awkward thump, the apprentice finally reemerged from the back room.
“All set,” he said as he set the canvas bundle on the counter. “Though the polish needs a day to cure.”
I peered curiously at the amorphous lump of fabric, wondering what kind of swords had impressed Quintin enough to replace his own. Aramos had no shortage of fine blades, but those swords were like an extension of his body. When I glanced his way to ask, I found him watching me with a secretive smile.
“Go on,” he said. “Open it.”
My hands slowed the moment I tossed aside the first layer and discovered it was wood, not steel, that lay beneath. A fine yew recurve was nestled amidst the plain cloth, meticulously inlaid with brass wire and polished to a shine. Beside it sat a matching quiver, its two dozen arrows fletched with green feathers.
“Quintin-” I breathed in the beginnings of a protest, but he quickly cut me off.
“A late name day gift. What do you think?”
I thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
I shook my head, staring at the intricate, winding patterns of the wire. “Where on earth did you get the coin for such a thing?”
He hitched one shoulder. “I was owed a bit of back pay from our year in Agorai.”
A year’s wages? Even if it was only half that, it was far too much to waste on me. I knocked his worn breastplate with my knuckles.
“Then you should’ve gotten yourself some new armor,” I insisted. “Or sent it home to your family.”
A hint of bitterness crept into his small smile. “No one to send it to.”
My face fell, shame stinging me like nettle. Gods, did I truly know so little about him? 
As though he could see the guilt piling up behind my eyes, Quintin quickly drew my attention to the deep groove encircling the top of the riser.
“I had them add a channel for your tether,” he said. “Should be a bit more comfortable. And the quiver has a saddle mount.” He rolled it over to show the extra loop and buckle.
Every word, every gesture was threaded with quiet eagerness, an unprecedented sight in a man who prided himself on the ferocity of his scowl. It would wound him, to refuse, no matter what reservations I had about the cost. I ran one hand down the sleek inlay, the polished wood warm beneath my touch.
“It’s beautiful.” I looked up to meet his eyes in earnest. “Truly, Quintin. Thank you.”



Chapter 27
The carriage was gone by the time we got back to the livery. Elliot and Maria had concluded their business and left a message for us with the clerk. Quintin and I rode back toward the manor as the sun was starting to sink over the hills, setting the tips of the trees in the far-off forest alight.
A faint rattle of arrows from the bundle over my lap brought an occasional smile to my face, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of guilt from earlier. How could I know so little about a man who had been like my shadow for nearly three years? A small part of me insisted that I did know him. I knew the way the bridge of his nose crinkled when he was trying to hide his dislike of a thing, and the slight twitch of his fingers when something made him nervous. I knew he could end a man easily with either one of his swords, but he favored his right. We could communicate with a glance across a room full of people.
But I didn’t know his surname. I didn’t know if he had any brothers or why he left his home. None of the things ordinary people talk about when they spend years in each other’s company.
I’d never bothered to ask.
We’d spoken little since leaving Bendton, savoring the quiet after the raucous clamor of the town. Cicadas buzzed in the tall grass on either side as our mounts plodded along down the dirt road. Quintin didn’t seem to notice me stealing glances his way, seemingly lost in his own thoughts, the breeze rustling his shaggy mop of wheat hair. He looked more like himself, now that it had grown out a bit. Far better than the sheared look he’d returned with. I studied the angles of his face and gathered my courage.
“You never talk about your family,” I said at last. The words came out tight and forced from turning them over in my head too many times.
Quintin kept his eyes fixed on the road. “You’ve never asked.”
“I’m asking now.”
For a moment, I thought I saw a shadow of anger on his face, but it vanished almost instantly. “I have none.”
“…No siblings? No kin at all?”
“I was orphaned as a babe. The Elder of my village and his wife raised me.”
I considered that a moment. “Why did you leave?”
The corner of his mouth twisted. “I was never entirely welcome.”
A world of hurt lived beneath that simple statement. I was reluctant to prod at old wounds, but he hadn’t shut me out yet, so I kept pushing.
“You mentioned a friend, once. A fisherman’s son.”
“Aaron. We grew up together. Trained together.”
“Is he the one who gave you that?” I nodded to the dagger at his waist. He brushed his hand over the hilt as though to reassure himself that it was still there.
“Yes.”
I wanted to ask about the sister he’d mentioned long ago, about the love that had so wounded him, but if he was hesitant to talk about Aaron, bringing up the sister would make him clam up for sure.
“Your home is on the coast, then?” I asked instead.
“A small village called Esens.”
“Are they all warriors like you?”
That pulled a tiny smirk from him. “It’s Tuvria. Every boy trains from the time he can lift a sword.” After a moment, he caught my expectant stare and realized I was waiting for him to elaborate. “Fathers teach their sons for the first six years,” he added. “I learned from the Elder. After that, they send you to whoever is the best in your village.”
“And then to the legions?”
He glanced my way. “For some. Not all. Some choose to stay.”
“To become fishermen? Like Aaron’s father?”
“Or traders or shipwrights. There are plenty of other options.”
“But you tried fishing.”
His face tightened. “Yes.”
For her.
There was a line there, and his stiff reply warned me not to cross it. I tiptoed along it instead. “And then you left?”
“Yes.”
“To join Crimson Bear?”
His jaw clenched. “Yes.”
“…Will you tell me about it?”
“No.”
His firm refusal left no room for argument, so I shifted the topic. “How did you come to serve my father?”
If anything, his expression shuttered even more. “He bought out my commission.”
“You didn’t want to stay with your legion?”
“What is this sudden obsession with my past?” he snapped. The strained, brittle edge to his tone told me I’d pushed too far.
I immediately retreated to silence, half-angry at his reticence and half-guilty at having stirred up what were obviously unpleasant memories for him. Quintin gave his head a frustrated shake and let me sulk. The air between us grew heavy. I clutched the bundle of canvas on my lap and wondered how awful his life must have been for him to so vehemently avoid discussing it.
“I don’t know anything about you,” I finally muttered. “You’ve guarded me for years and I don’t even know your surname.”
After a long moment, he exhaled tightly. “They don’t give bastards surnames, in Tuvria.”
He said it like the truth didn’t bother him, but there was a hard set to his jaw that told me otherwise. He kept his eyes fixed on the road.
“You know me better than most, Elivya,” he added. “My name has little to do with it.”
I thought on it as we rode along under another blanket of silence. Quintin was right. I knew him well enough to see that those scars ran far deeper than anything marked on his skin. Tuvrians have little tolerance for the indiscretions of women. It wasn’t hard to imagine them punishing a child for the sins of his mother.
And yet he clung to their ways. They were all he knew. No matter how brutal his upbringing had been, he was Tuvrian right down to his bones. I thought of how Aramos had marveled at him, how everyone who saw him immediately tensed, as though he were something foreign and dangerous.
He must feel like even more of an outsider here than he ever did in Tuvria. The realization filled me with an entirely different kind of guilt.
“You could still return home, if you wanted,” I said, hating how timid my voice sounded. “To Tuvria, at least, if not Esens.”
Quintin offered no reply, his expression unreadable.
“Will should be back soon,” I pointed out.
“If you think I’m leaving you in the hands of that untrained boy,” he grumbled, “you’re sorely mistaken.”
“I have an entire garrison at my command. I’m sure Samson has a number of capable soldiers who would jump at an easy assignment.”
“An easy assignment?” he balked, finally turning to gape at me. His incredulity seemed to override the tension between us and I was selfishly glad for it. I felt some of the twist in my stomach ease.
“You could have a life. A family.” I made a show of giving him a once-over. “You’re…not entirely offensive to look at.” He snorted a laugh. “And I’ve seen how you are with Patrick. Why don’t you go find an obedient Tuvrian wife and have some children?”
“Not all Tuvrian women are obedient.”
“I’m sure you could find a pretty northern girl willing to tolerate your temper.”
He shook his head, unwilling to dignify that with a response. After a moment, the smile slipped from my face.
“I don’t need an escort to the gallows, Quintin. You don’t owe me anything.”
He shot me a hard look and then turned his focus firmly back to the road. “I’m not leaving.”
The fading light caught the red-gold stubble on his jaw and glanced off his high cheekbones, capturing my attention when I otherwise might have looked away. He had a strangely becoming ridge at the bridge of his nose where he must have broken it long ago. And even in its unkempt mop, his hair was the most inviting shade of gold.
In truth, he was obnoxiously well-made.
How many women had held his face in their hands, I wondered, ignoring the unexpected pang of jealousy that struck me at the thought. How many had run their fingers through his hair? Had she? Maybe that was why he retreated from the memory of her. Maybe he knew exactly how much he had left behind.
“Why didn’t you marry her?”
The question was out of my mouth before I could stop it. Quintin’s gaze snapped back to mine, all the warmth stolen from the air.
“Aaron’s sister,” I added quietly. “If you loved her, why didn’t you stay?”
A long, awful silence stretched between us before he finally answered.
“She died.”
Shadows of old grief flickered behind his careful guard. My heart sank, but before I could offer some inadequate words of sympathy, he suddenly tensed, his head swiveling and eyes narrowing at the horizon. The sorrow vanished from his face in an instant, replaced by keen alertness.
“What is that?” he murmured.
A moment later, I heard it, too: a low thunder in the distance, though the skies were perfectly clear. I stood in my stirrups, eyes fixed on a faint dust cloud rising in the west.
“Cavalry.”



Chapter 28
The salon below me was filled with nobles and officers, three dozen unfamiliar faces all clustered around the map. The mood in the room was decidedly grim.
“Ye have a count?” Samson called over the din. The assembled men fell to a hush.
“Less than we’d hoped,” Lord Reyus replied, “but no more than I’d expected. Three thousand infantry, plus your cavalry.”
Selice tossed a letter onto the table, her tightly-controlled tone razor-sharp with irritation. “Every lord from Dax to Vitri is asking for more time.”
I’d taken a final tally of the flags in the encampment on our way back from Bendton, the previous night. A number of the lords who had promised their aid in the winter were missing. Even House Montre, my own distant kin to the north, had sent no soldiers. I couldn’t help but wonder if their absence had anything to do with me.
“I will ride to Theria myself,” Lord Agreil blustered. “Ian and I served together in-”
“We can’t afford to wait,” Reyus said. “Our scouts are reporting more Persican ships in the Bay of Brothers. The second wave of their army could reach Litheria before us if we don’t move now.”
“If they beat us to the city,” Samson warned, “we’ll be outnumbered two-to-one.”
Reyus nodded. “We either make do with what we have, or we call off the attack.”
All eyes fell on Selice at the head of the table. She scanned the map, brows knit. “No more delay,” she said after a moment of deliberation. “Persica’s resources far outweigh our own, even at full strength. We cannot allow them the chance to muster theirs.”
Lord Reyus gestured to his home province on the map. “My son Ulrich will bring reinforcements down from Ostris. What men we have at the ready will ride in from the north and meet us outside the city gates.”
“How many?” another lord asked.
“A thousand. Maybe twelve hundred.”
“What about engines?” Lord Agreil asked. “I noticed only a handful of catapults. Surely not enough to break through the walls with any amount of expediency.”
“They are for appearances only, my lord,” Selice replied. “My Spymaster assures me that his men will see the gates opened at the appropriate moment.”
Agreil’s jaw dropped. “This entire campaign hangs on that traitor’s Lloegran dog?”
“That would by my Lloegran dog, Lord Agreil,” she corrected icily, “who so far has proved himself a much more reliable ally than most.”
He shut his mouth and stiffened, clearly choosing his words with care. “And the girl? I saw her in the training fields the other day, like she expects to ride to battle.” The roll of condescending laughter that swept the room made me grind my teeth. Agreil didn’t even crack a smile. “What’s the Kingslayer’s part in all this, Your Grace?”
“Lady Lazerin,” Elliot interjected, annunciating every pointed syllable, “has worked tirelessly to arrange the supply convoy for this campaign. She will be accompanying it to the front, as is her right as the head of this House.”
Elliot’s staunch defense of me made my chest ache. I’d never heard him speak so forcefully.
“The traitor?” one officer balked. “Ride with us?”
“The Lords of Lazerin don’t stay behind sippin’ wine while their men ride to war,” Samson snarled. “Might be the way o’things in Haelark, but not here.”
“How do we know she’s not a spy for the Steward?” another protested. “She could be passing our position and formations ahead to the enemy.”
Elliot barked some sharp retort at the soldier, but it was lost amidst the growing roil of argument surging from every corner of the room. Selice watched and listened for a long moment before setting a hand on Reyus’ arm. He proceeded to hammer his fist on the table until the room fell back to a stiff silence.
“Lady Lazerin will remain here,” Selice declared.
“Under guard, I hope,” Agreil muttered. At the Queen’s sharp look, he puffed out his chest and added, “Only thinking of your safety, Your Grace. Who knows when the snake will strike again?”
“Your concern for my welfare is noted, my lord, albeit unnecessary,” she replied coolly. Drawing herself up, Selice spared one final glance down her nose at the map. “General Oristei. My lords. Muster your officers and see to the final arrangements. We march at dawn.”
No one moved to depart, despite the clear dismissal. One simple, unexpected word had frozen them all in place.
We.
The assembled lords exchanged anxious glances but it was Reyus, senior among them in rank both on the field and off it, who spoke up.
“Your Majesty, it is crucial that you remain here until we’ve reached the city and can more accurately gauge the terrain.”
The elegant line of her jaw tightened. “I fully intend to be there to reclaim my throne.”
“You will,” he assured. “But our force is limited at best. If we’ve misjudged the situation, we don’t have enough men to protect you.”
She gestured toward the encampment outside the manor walls, a bit of her anger creeping out to color her cheeks. “Those men are here to fight for me. As Commander Samson so eloquently stated, I’ll not hide here in comfort while they’re dying in my name.”
I loved her a little bit, then, my brave young queen. Her adamance was no false bluster. She fully intended to ride to war with them.
“By all accounts,” she added, “my father was always the first one on the field.”
“He was,” Reyus replied steadily. “And a number of good men died needlessly because of it.”
The already heavy silence sank deeper. Samson rolled his empty shoulder in a subconscious, haunted gesture that stood testament to the truth in those words.
Elliot’s voice split the air, quiet but firm. “If we lose you, we lose everything, Majesty. It’s not worth the risk.”
Colin’s hand settled on the hilt at his hip. “I will escort you to the front myself, when the time is right.”
Even from my narrow viewpoint, I could see how badly she wanted to stand her ground, but no amount of stubbornness could erase the facts. The slight sag of her shoulders told me she would concede the point before the words ever left her mouth.
The meeting adjourned shortly thereafter. I waited until the room beneath me was empty before I wriggled my noisy way back out of the crawlspace. Outside the door, Quintin leaned against the cellar wall. He arched his brows at me in prompt when I emerged from the storeroom.
I frowned and buckled my sword belt on with stiff, jerky movements. “Agreil made a stink about me riding with the supply train.”
“I take it that was the shouting bit.”
“Selice assured them I’d be staying here. Wouldn’t want the Kingslayer corrupting the honorable ranks of the Queen’s army.”
Quintin breathed an audible sigh of relief. I shot him a sour look.
“You could at least pretend to be disappointed.”
“Why bother? You’d know it was false.”
I snorted, staring through the hedges on the other side of the small yard, thinking. “You are an abysmal liar,” I muttered.
But I wasn’t. I was quite good at it, most days.
Quintin narrowed his eyes at me, suspicious of my sudden calm. A wary crease formed on his brow when I tugged my dagger into place at my front, flashed him a sly grin, and brushed past.
“Elivya.”
He followed close on my heels as I wove through the bustling kitchens and emerged into the dark halls of the servants’ quarters beyond.
“I know that look,” he warned, fetching up alongside me. “I hate that look. Means you’ve set your mind on doing something stupid.”
“They don’t want the Lazerin traitor in their ranks? Fine. She won’t be in their ranks,” I declared. “Only Eli, the unremarkable son of a tailor. And his…” I gave Quintin a cursory scan. “Cousin.”
No one with two functioning eyes would ever believe we were related, but I knew there was no way he’d stay behind. I’d have to come up with an excuse for his presence before we slipped in with the cavalry. Something more convincing than cousins.
The crinkle at the bridge of Quintin’s nose told me he disliked the idea immensely, but my mind was already racing through the details, patching a plan together.
“There’s an assortment of leathers in the armory. Surely something there will fit me. Maria can cover for us for the first few days. By the time anyone-”
“That would be unwise.”
We both stopped short, spinning toward the sound. Trina coalesced out of the shadows of a nearby doorway.
“You heard my lady’s orders,” she added in her hollow tone. Her dark eyes looked almost black in the dim light.
“I was given no orders,” I countered carefully.
Her blank expression twisted into a cryptic smile. “Surely you don’t think so poorly of me, little crow.”
I hesitated, brushing aside her strange choice of words to sort through the meaning beneath them. She’d heard enough of our conversation to know I’d been eavesdropping on the meeting. There was little point in denying it.
“I am not a spy,” I said.
“Yes you are.” Trina tilted her head to the side with a dismissive shrug. “Not Solomon’s, but you’ve little hope of convincing them of that.”
“I noticed the Queen didn’t bother to correct them.”
“You are condemned. What they say about you doesn’t matter. What they say about her, however, may make the difference between winning this war or losing it.” Her smile fell flat. “Do you think it’s any coincidence that less than half the expected lords delivered on their pledges? They committed their troops before she issued her stay. Your life cost her-”
“I warned her-”
“As did I,” she snapped. Her lip curled in a rare tell of genuine anger. “But she is the Queen of Alesia and she made her choice. She chose to stick her neck out for yours because it was closer to right than letting them hang you from the branches of your own Oak.”
“If you knew I was such a poor investment, I wonder why you bothered to vouch for me.”
A short, humorless laugh hissed out her nostrils. “Is that what she told you?” She shook her head and looked like she might say more, but she seemed to think better of it and the smirk died on her lips. Her dark eyes searched mine. “If you leave, you’ll make her look like a fool.”
I clenched my jaw. In my haste, I’d not even considered how my disappearance would impact Selice.
“For whatever reason, she believed you were worth risking her throne to save. Prove her right,” Trina warned, “and keep proving her right as long as you draw breath, because every single one of them, you owe to her.”

The cold meat and crusty bread tasted like ashes in my mouth. Quintin and Elliot watched me warily across the table while Maria dandled Patrick on her lap and fed him small bites from her lunch plate. Even the boy’s cheerful chatter couldn’t erase my black mood.
Knowing Trina was right didn’t make it any easier to stomach. Samson’s heated words to the council still rang in my ears. Lazerins ride with their men. I chafed at the thought of staying behind.
“Well I, for one, am glad of it,” Maria declared, breaking the long silence. “After everything, to lose you needlessly in battle…” She trailed off, giving her head a vigorous shake as though dispelling some unsavory image from it. “Absolute foolishness.”
“There are many ways to serve in war,” Elliot said. His sympathetic tone told me he understood my frustration far better than his wife. “You can be of far more help here.”
“Coordinating supply lines?” I scoffed.
His steady gaze didn’t waver. “The Queen’s army will not prevail without them. And we’ll need to send detachments of cavalry along the route. You and I can ride with them.”
“Aren’t you insulted to be left to such a task? You’re as much a Lazerin as I.”
“No, to be honest. I’m glad to stay.” His mouth tugged into a sheepish grin. “I should be ashamed to say so, I know, but in truth, I’m a terrible soldier. Always have been.” Maria reached over and gave his hand a squeeze.
I knit my brows at him. “But you served with my father in the War of Crowns.”
“As a quartermaster. Damien knew my strengths lay off the field. He used his position to keep me out of harm’s way and put me in charge of much of the same duties I serve now. Requisition. Transport. No glory in such things, but it’s important work and someone has to do it.”
I suddenly felt guilty for disparaging the task. With a sigh, I shoved my half-finished plate away and sank back in my chair.
Elliot’s tone softened. “There is more to being the head of your House than putting on armor and riding to war.”
I cocked a dubious brow at him. “I think we both know my title is strictly decorative, at this point.”
“It doesn’t have to be.” He leaned forward onto his elbows on the table, lacing his fingers before him and fixing me with those dark green eyes that reminded me so much of my father. “There are other ways to lead, Elivya. Quiet ways, subtle ways, but ways that matter just as much.”
I chewed my lip, turning his words over in my head. Before I could reply, the door behind me burst open. We all turned to see Amita ushering a bedraggled young man into the room.
“Will,” I breathed, leaping to my feet, my worries over the battle momentarily forgotten.
His face was flushed from long days of sun, his eyes bright and eager. He looked like he was about to blurt out whatever was crowding his tongue when he suddenly remembered he should bow. I gripped his shoulder and forced him back upright.
“Did you see him? Did you find Adrian?”
He paused and gave his head a regretful shake. “I’m sorry, my lady. I tried my best. Asked at every port along the Eradine coast, just like you said, but every harbor told the same story. The fleet stopped in a few weeks or a month past, but never returned.”
I knit my brows. “Why?”
“Persican patrols, my lady. At least one in each town.”
My heart sank. They must’ve followed Adrian’s fleet down the coast and stationed soldiers to cut them off from their supplies. He wouldn’t risk engaging them. Adrian’s men could likely retake a port town with ease, but they couldn’t stay to guard it afterward. Once they were gone, Persica’s retribution on the townsfolk would be swift and merciless.
“From what I could tell, he pushed west,” Will said. “Maybe into Dax, maybe farther. I didn’t think you’d want me chasing his ghost all the way to Cambria, so I turned around and went to Daria instead.”
“Daria?”
Will nodded. “To the Van Dryns, my lady. I figured if anyone knew how to reach your Sea Wolf, it’d be his father.” He shifted nervously. “I know you said to deliver it only into Adrian’s hands, but I left the letter with Lord Yuri. I hope you’re not cross. I didn’t think you’d want me wasting a week riding back here to ask first.”
“No,” I assured quickly. “You made the right choice.”
Stifling my disappointment as best I could, I herded Will toward the table. Quintin kicked an empty chair out for him and he dropped into it.
“How’s Tommy?” I asked, settling back into my own.
He grinned. “Like a fish in water, my lady. He sends his regards.”
“No letter?”
“Didn’t have anything to say that wasn’t already in his report for the Queen, and he said you were likely to hear every bit of that, whether they wanted you to or not.”
It made me smile. I missed the old brigand.
 “Your Chamberlain fellow, on the other hand…” Will dug a thick letter from inside his wrinkled tunic and passed it to me with a grin. “Had to stay the night, he took so long in writing it.”
A common courier’s seal was stamped into the low-quality wax, but the paper itself was far too fine for a street scribe. A faint trace of cedar wafted up from it. I made a note to point out that oversight in my response and practically tore the missive open, my eyes racing across the dense lines of Aubrey’s elegant hand. He’d gotten my subtle message and written the letter in Elan, a language we both knew fluently but few others would – especially not Persicans, who’d had little-to-no dealings with Elas in centuries. Still, he had the sense to couch his information in shrouded terms.
I read it twice before setting it aside, finding five pairs of eyes fixed on me. Even Amita had lingered, watching from where she stood near the door.
“Persica knows we’re coming,” I told them.
“Not much surprise there,” Elliot murmured. “They were bound to find out soon enough.”
“Yes, but this means they’ve had more time than we anticipated to prepare for it. The guard towers are fully manned, and extra ballistae have been installed on the walls.”
Quintin pulled the letter closer to study it while I continued relaying its contents.
“Aubrey and Leon have been working to rally the resistance into something tangible. They’re planning a diversion once our forces cross the Septim, a riot of sorts in the southeast end of the city.”
“A distraction,” Will confirmed. “To pull some of the City Guard from the battlements.”
I shot him a sharp look. “How much did you tell Aubrey?”
He blanched. “Nothing, my lady. He didn’t say much to me, either, except a bit of muttering when I told him you weren’t pleased with his artwork.” He shook his head, digging back through every spoken word. “The whole city knows the Queen’s gathering an army. The riot was his idea. He thought it might help and I chose not to dissuade him.”
“And you said nothing of the gates?”
“Not a word, miss, honest.”
I trusted Aubrey above all others, but knowledge was dangerous and he was already in far too much danger for my liking. He and Leon had done wonders undermining Solomon’s hold on the White City, but I feared for them.
“What’s this about a ‘sun lion’?” Quintin asked, frowning at the paper in his hands. Aubrey and I had taught him a bit of Elan on our passage to Agorai, but I was surprised he remembered any of it.
“Sand lion,” I corrected. “He means the Persican Emperor. Rumor has it he’s en route to Litheria, as is his Hydraxian bride.”
“Why would they be heading for the city if they know our forces are coming?” Maria asked. She rocked slowly from side to side with Patrick slumped in her arms, fast asleep. The sight brought a brief smile to my lips.
It also provided me with the answer to her question.
“Because they don’t consider us a threat. They have the heir to the throne. They have our capital, a city whose walls have never been breached. And according to this,” I gestured at the letter, “they have the sworn support of a number of Alesian nobles, Adulines included.”
Elliot’s face darkened with anger, but he said nothing.
“Persica thinks us already beaten,” I added. “Which may provide us an advantage. Did Tommy get all two hundred of the Queen’s soldiers into the city?”
Will nodded. “Was a bit of a trick, but we managed it.”
My mind churned through all the pieces in play. The chaos from Aubrey’s diversion would make it easier for those two hundred to take and hold the gates, and might very well make the difference between victory and defeat. I looked forward to telling him as much, when I saw him next.
I took a few minutes to make a fair copy of the letter for Elliot to pass on to Selice. Raised with royal tutors, I had no doubt she had been schooled in Elan, and any subtleties she didn’t catch would be easily pointed out by Trina. The original, I kept, tucking it away until later in the afternoon when I was in the privacy of my own chambers.
I slumped into a chair in the sitting area and unfolded the pages on my lap, slowly sifting through them until I reached a single line at the end. My fingers traced the curves of the ink across the page.
We are the shepherd and the shield.



Chapter 29
The starless sky shimmered with far-off lightning, the strikes too distant to be heard. I stared out over the camp at the sea of carefully-contained fires. All preparations that could be made had been, a cluster of loaded wagons safely tucked between the army and the manor walls. Even so, the supplies were guarded by a handful of sentries, their torches drifting back and forth in the dark. I tugged my cloak tighter against the night’s chill and started toward the flickering lights below.
My boots ate up the hillside, my father’s dagger thudding against my hip. With Quintin shadowing my steps, the blade itself was unnecessary, but its weight served as a reminder of my duty to my House and my people. I found my hand wandering to it frequently as we moved through the camp, my thumb grazing the etched sigil on its pommel.
Curious eyes followed as we passed between rows of tents and small cookfires. Some of the soldiers nodded or murmured greetings as I passed, a few pressing their fists to their chests in salute. When we reached the Lazerin cavalry’s portion of the encampment, the clusters of tents became interspersed with pickets and piles of hay, just as many horses as men.
It didn’t take long for my own people to recognize me. Once one group of men put together my fine gown, dark hair, and green eyes, the news quickly swept through the camp. To my surprise, a number of them approached me warmly. I asked after their families, their homes, said things I thought my father might say to his soldiers. Those I spoke to never once mentioned the charges of treason against my family. Others hung back and watched from the shadows, the suspicion in their eyes cutting me to my core.
I left one such group to continue on through the dark, glancing to the right at a well-attended campfire. The men were passing around a skin of wine, laughing at whatever tale one among them was spinning. The storyteller’s voice caught my ear, its tenor somehow familiar. My pace slowed and I squinted to make out the man’s face.
“Bryce?” I blurted from the shadows.
He did a double-take, jumping to his feet when he saw my embroidered dress and armed escort. “My lady,” he stammered. The others followed suit, standing and bobbing polite bows. Bryce’s face pinched in vague recognition when I neared the fire, but uncertainty stilled his tongue. I gave my head a mischievous tilt.
“Ten coppers on knives, best of three?”
His eyes went wide. “…Eli?”
“After a fashion.”
 “You’re…” He shuffled over, dumbfounded, gesturing clumsily at my attire. “You’re-”
“A woman, yes,” I quipped. “Though I was under the impression you’d sorted that bit out a long time ago.”
He didn’t laugh, raking one hand through his hair as the other men exchanged confused glances across the campfire.
“Bloody hells,” he muttered. “The things I said around you…” His eyes suddenly widened and he jabbed an accusatory finger at me. “You – you said some right-filthy… You’ve a mouth on you, lass.”
Quintin huffed a quiet laugh from his post behind my shoulder. I resisted the urge to elbow him and flashed my old comrade a smile.
“May we join you for a bit?”
Bryce scrambled to accommodate us, clearing a place for me beside the fire, but not all of his fellows seemed glad of my company. I tucked my cloak beneath me and settled onto the ground, doing my best to ignore the way some of the soldiers hesitated before retaking their own seats. Quintin remained standing a few paces behind me.
“Is James with you?” Bryce asked when he dropped to the dirt nearby. “We ran patrol together last winter and I’d a mind to ask after his pretty new wife.”
Dull pangs of guilt and grief rattled through me but I faked a smile for him. “Leanne’s well. She just had the babe a few months past. A boy. Named him Seth, after James’ brother.”
A wolfish grin split his face. “Already on her way to a second, I’d reckon. Where is that skinny bastard? I’ve been hankering for a good scrap.”
Ah, gods.
He deserved to know. They all did. James was their brother-in-arms, a good man whose story deserved to be told. So I shoved my sorrow down deep, dragged in a shaky breath, and told a campfire full of Lazerin cavalry about the fire and James’ death.
In the face of his shield companions, I may have embellished a bit. With years of tutoring by the Royal Poet and an endless catalog of ballads to draw on from memory, I spun a heroic tale for him while omitting as much of my own part in it as possible. At its solemn end, I told them of the tree where he lay buried.
“A tall maple stands alone about two hundred paces west of the northwestern gate. There’s a scrap of white linen knotted to a low branch.” My eyes met Bryce’s across the fire. “If you find it, give him a proper marker.”
He offered a grave nod in promise, but like all the others, James’ tale had left him too aggrieved for speech. I stood to leave them to their thoughts.
“Wait, my lady,” one called out as I retreated, bringing me to a halt at the edge of the ring of firelight. “Is it true, what they say? You were arrested for treason?”
“Did you really send a dead hare to the King?” another added quickly.
I felt the blood drain from my face. I had forced myself to confront James’ death and share it with those who knew him, but these questions crept uncomfortably close to things I couldn’t talk about. Things I didn’t want anyone to know. Especially not the men who would be marching to war in my name, come dawn.
“Did you…” a third stammered, a boy barely old enough to have completed the training. After a quick glance around, he rallied his courage and dared to ask the question I knew lingered behind all their eyes. “Did you really kill him?”
Even the fire seemed to cease its crackling. I opened my mouth to reply-
“No.”
Quintin’s voice made me jump. My head pivoted toward where he stood watching from the shadows. A few slow steps brought him right up beside me. He kept his eyes locked on mine even though the volume of his words made it clear they were intended for the men at my back.
“She was chained up in the citadel dungeons halfway across the city, the night the King died.”
Confused murmurs swelled around the fire.
“Knew she couldn’ta slit his throat,” one man muttered.
“I heard it was an assassin,” said another.
“I am responsible for his death,” I grated out, finally finding my voice and projecting it over the din.
“Lord and Lady Lazerin hired the assassin,” Quintin countered. “She knew nothing beyond his existence.”
Another wave of speculation rumbled through their ranks. I dropped my voice to a savage whisper and leaned close to Quintin.
“What are you doing?”
“What you should be,” he growled back.
“These are my men. My cavalry. I’ll not stand here and let you fill their heads with lies.”
“Like that story about James?” he challenged.
“The dead deserve a bit of grace,” I spat. “The living deserve the truth.”
“Then tell it to them. All of it.” When I didn’t reply, he gave his head an exasperated shake. “What are you so damned afraid of?”
I had no answer. None that he could understand, anyway. Just an endless ocean of shame and guilt that overrode every rational thought inside my head. When Quintin made to push past me toward the fire, it was all I could do to snatch his arm and drag him to a halt.
“Please,” I whispered, meeting his eyes. “Please don’t.”
It gave him pause, but only for a moment. “These are your men, Elivya. They should know who they’re fighting for.”
And then he settled onto the patch of dirt I’d just vacated and told them everything.
He knew every gods-be-damned detail, from the night I first hired Tommy to the night Will and his companions sprang me from the citadel, and every awful piece in between. The details of my imprisonment were glossed over, thankfully, though a thorough description of my injuries served well enough. I stood at the edge of the shadows through all of it, despising every word but somehow unable to leave, unable to speak, arms wrapped around myself and back turned to hide the shame on my face. I stared off into the dark and felt every lash, every cut, every break all over again until, at last, he finally fell silent.
“…Seven hells,
Eli,” Bryce breathed.
I could feel their eyes – their pity – carving through the suffocating quiet. When I finally worked up the courage to face them, I discovered nearly a dozen more had wandered over to listen. All speechless. All staring.
They looked at me like I was something broken.
For a few precious weeks, I’d almost forgotten that I was. But now that truth had come roaring back to the fore, every shattered piece of me exposed by Quintin’s words. These men, my men, the ones I had come here to encourage, to rally, now knew that there was no strength left in the House of Lazerin. Just a pitiful, broken girl who had long since been bested by the enemy they were about to face. My fingertips dug into my arms, a death grip barely holding me upright.
I was glass. Ash. Smoke.
I backed away a step. Gave my head a small shake.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and then turned and fled into the night.
Several voices called after me but the sounds vanished into the dark just as quickly as I did. I hiked my skirts and wove through soldiers and piles of gear, trying in vain to outrun my humiliation. Tears blurred my eyes. Every step was like a flint strike, each spark fueling my anger at Quintin’s betrayal. I knew he was following but I was quicker, slipping through well-timed gaps and leaving him to stumble around men and horses until I could no longer hear the rattle of his baldric.
I cursed him, cursed myself, stormed through the patches of flickering torchlight and the blackness in between. I was well clear of the encampment and halfway across the field between it and the manor when he finally caught up, heavy boot steps closing on me from behind. A callused hand snatched my wrist, tugging me to a halt.
“Elivya, wait.”
I whirled on him, ripping my arm from his grasp and shoving him hard.
“You had no right!”
He retreated a step and stared at me wide-eyed, clearly caught off-guard by my unchecked fury.
“Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” I seethed. “The damage you’ve caused?”
“I told them the truth,” he said. When I barked a harsh laugh at that, he bristled. “These men are riding to war for you. They deserve to know who you are.”
I raised my brows, voice cracking with rage. “They certainly know now, don’t they? You didn’t leave out a single miserable fucking detail!”
“What is so wrong with that?” he balked. “You stood up for them when no one else would.”
“And failed! Solomon beat me, Quintin! Me, my parents, all of us! He won! And you just told the entire Lazerin cavalry!”
A brief, tense silence fell between us as the realization flooded his face.
“Why would you do that?” I asked, my voice hushed and ragged. “I begged you to stop.”
His hands curled into fists at his sides. “Because I’m sick of watching you take the blame. You were not the only one at fault, and yet you insist on letting them punish you as though you acted alone.”
“I was the only one left who knew. I am the one who stayed silent.”
“That doesn’t make it your fault!” he gasped. “You can’t spend the rest of your life atoning for something you barely had a hand in! At some point, you have to move on.”
He realized his error immediately, but it was too late. Anger surged through my veins like white-hot metal.
“…Move on?” I thrust my scarred palms out between us. “Move on?”
“That’s not what I-”
“I will move on when Solomon is dead,” I snarled, taking a furious step toward him. “I’ll move on when I swing from the goddamn gallows. And if the gods have a single fucking shred of mercy between them, it will be in that order.”
He stared down at me with that stern glare I knew so well. “Vengeance is a waste of life-”
“How very Tuvrian of you.”
“-yours most of all, and you have enough of it left to make a difference.”
“I’m trying!” I flung my hand toward the encampment in the distance. “You wanted me to be more? That was me trying to be more, Quintin!”
“That was you hiding. Hiding behind your family name and your parents’ reputation. Those soldiers deserve to know that you went willingly to your death for them – for every Alesian. That you stood up to their enemy and didn’t give in.”
“That’s what you think?” I choked out, wide-eyed. “You think I was brave?”
“You were brave. And selfless, for once in your damned life. If they all knew, if they understood what you’d done for them, what you’d suffered-”
“It’s not your story to tell!” I roared.
“It’s mine! It was mine.”
“And would you have ever told it to anyone?” he challenged, his anger finally rising to match my own. “Tell me honestly, now. Even me?”
I angled my head at him in warning. “You don’t get to lecture me about secrets.”
He stiffened, his pale eyes hardening. “I told you where I went. Why I was gone.”
“You told me just enough to shut me up,” I bit back. “Just like yesterday when I asked how you met my father. I left it alone because it was something you wanted to keep private, but apparently you have no such regard for me.”
“There are some things I can’t tell you.”
“No, but you can go snooping around for every dark detail of the worst moments of my life-”
“I needed to know what happened to you!” he snapped. “But you wouldn’t talk to me. I had to pick it out of Tommy and Aubrey and Will and dozen strangers in the back alleys of Litheria-”
“You think I wanted everyone to know?”
“Tommy did!”
“He was there!”
I regretted the words the moment they tore past my lips. Quintin’s face slammed shut in the blink of an eye. Around the edges of that impenetrable mask, threads of hurt trickled out; the clench of his jaw, the pained pinch of his brow, the tiny pieces of truth I’d learned to read in him. I bit my cheek hard, trying to stymie the hot sting of tears welling in my eyes, but they spilled over my lashes anyway.
“You weren’t there, Quintin. You didn’t see. They bound them to a post and burned them alive.” My voice cracked, their charred and blackened faces swimming in my mind. “And I would have betrayed everything they died for.”
His mask faltered for a moment, his guilt laid plain in the night air between us. “But you didn’t.”
A choked laugh tore from me. I gave my head a feeble shake and forced out the bitter, shameful truth.
“I wasn’t brave, Quintin. I screamed. Cried. Begged. Said things – promised things – that would make you walk away from me and never look back. Solomon broke me.” I glanced past him to the sea of campfires in the distance. “And now they all know it.”
Miserable and hurt, I left him there in the dark without another word and returned to the manor alone.

Elliot, Maria, and I stood at Selice’s side and watched the army break camp at dawn, flanked by her Queen’s guard and the rest of the household. Will stood behind my shoulder where Quintin should have been. Banners fluttered in the breeze over our heads, Adulil’s gilded sunburst above Lazerin’s golden stallion. A motley assortment of flags dotted the mass of men before us, sigils in every color. Reyus, Agreil, and the rest of the lords raised their hands in silent farewell as they rode alongside their men. Ours lifted in grave reply. As the cavalry thundered past, I caught Samson’s gaze at the fore. He pressed his fist to his chest in solemn salute and then put his heels to his big chestnut charger and was gone.
When the columns of soldiers had passed and the supply train trailed along behind, we finally broke our solemn vigil and returned to the house. It was already mid-morning, but I changed into my sparring gear anyway and headed to the garden. I had an hour or so to get in some drills before Emir and the others would expect us in the fields. I’d not seen Quintin since the night before. A small part of me hoped he’d be there waiting, as usual, ready to work out our differences over bit of heated sparring.
He wasn’t. The garden stood empty.
I swallowed my bitterness and crossed the yard to stand before my family’s Great Oak, craning my neck to stare up through its endless branches. I reached for the faint calm that always stirred in me at the sight of it, yearning for something to salve the battered feeling in my chest.
Hello, old friend.
Instead of running my drills, I sat down on the grass and talked to my ancestors the way I hadn’t in years. I poured every worry, every question, every doubt out of me one muddled whisper at a time. As always, there was no reply, but it helped.
I’d been sitting in silence for a long while when I heard the garden door open. He made an effort to quiet his heavy steps, pausing a good ways behind me. After a moment, the creak of wood told me he’d settled onto the bench to wait, giving me my space, leaving it up to me whether or not we would talk.
Bits of grass still clung to my breeches when I finally took a seat beside him. The few chaste inches between us felt like leagues.
“I’m sorry,” he grated out. He had his elbows propped on his knees, staring down at his hands, his wheat hair falling forward to obscure his face.
“I know,” I murmured back.
He dug his right thumb into the palm of his left hand, a fidgeting gesture I’d noticed back at Tommy’s hideout in Litheria, one he’d never shown in the years before. The way he rubbed at it made me wonder if he’d suffered some injury to it while he was gone. Then a faint glimpse of pink caught my eye and I realized there was a scar beneath, just barely visible each time his thumb moved. A narrow slash stretched all the way across his palm.
“We were on contract to escort a merchant caravan out of Lettigallina,” he said suddenly, his voice low and solemn. “Camped in Estia just outside one of the smaller villages. Barely a village, really. Four or five families. I was on watch when the raiders came for them.”
Estia. Where he met my father.
Quintin hesitated, bracing himself with a small breath. “The flames woke most of my detachment. The screaming woke the rest. Came straight across the valley like the wind wanted us to hear it. I pressed my captain to let a few of us ride to their aid, but he refused.”
His face crinkled, his tone hardening with disgust. “I knew it was wrong, but I followed orders anyway. I stood there and watched from the next hill while nineteen people were slaughtered. For their livestock. For the handful of coins tucked beneath their mattresses.”
He shook his head, anger fading to a deep regret that washed across his face and settled in his eyes.
“The next morning, as we broke camp, I saw your father’s envoy ride up to the ruins of the farm. Heard them calling out through the smoke, searching for survivors, digging through the rubble. Not because it was their duty or because they were paid to protect those people, but because it was the right thing to do. To offer aid. To help those who couldn’t help themselves.” He shook his head again. “He honored Tuvre’s creed far better than any of us who carried his blood in our veins. We were meant to guard the Mother’s children. All of them, not just those who could pay for our steel.” He swallowed, jaw tight. “I resigned my commission then and there.”
His thumb fell still, hesitating before it withdrew and he shifted his left hand toward me, fingers open to display the scar across his palm. Not one, I realized, but two side-by-side, one years older than the other.
“When I offered him my service,” he said, “your father extracted a promise from me: to never stand idly by while others suffered.”
Understanding hit me like a wave.
“The Crossroads,” I breathed.
Quintin closed his fingers over the scars. “When I left my company, I left everything I’d ever known – everything I’d ever been – behind. Lord Damien gave me a new life. A home.” He paused, chewing his cheek. “At the Crossroads, I spat on that gift. Not only did I betray my oath as a Tuvrian, when I killed in anger, but also my promise to your father, when I chose to stand by and do nothing.”
“But you did act.”
“When you were threatened. Not before.”
Nothing I could say would erase the truth of it. I remembered his pointed stare across the clearing, warning me not to get involved.
“I should have told you, when you asked,” he said, his voice turning hoarse and stiff. “But I was ashamed.”
I looked down at my own palms, at the sigils branded onto them. My left fingers shimmered with a smattering of silver scars. My own shame was written on my flesh, reminding me of every scream, every sob, every disgraceful thing I’d said trying to make it stop. Quintin watched me, reading the thoughts on my face.
“And you were right. It wasn’t my story to tell,” he added, “but you were wrong to hide it.”
I closed my fingers over the scars. “I had reasons-”
“You thought they would hate you if they knew the truth. That they’d be disappointed.”
A fat, hot tear sprung from my eye, that single word striking me to my bitter core. Disappointed.
“What was done to you-” The rough syllables caught in his throat. “What was done to you was monstrous and you think it makes you weak, but what those men saw in you last night wasn’t failure or weakness. It was courage. Resilience.”
When I huffed a dismissive laugh and shook my head, Quintin caught my chin and turned me gently to face him. His eyes were bright, jaw set with conviction.
“Crying out when your bones are being broken doesn’t make you a coward,” he said firmly. “And no matter what happened in the citadel, you don’t belong to Solomon or his Red Priest. You belong to them.”
I glanced in the direction he’d nodded, toward the now-empty fields outside the manor walls. The army was gone, along with my cavalry, but their pitying stares still clung to me.
“And what if they don’t want me?” The words came out in a hollow whisper, my deepest fears finally spoken aloud. After all I’d done – all I’d failed to do – I couldn’t imagine any reason they would.
Quintin hesitated before answering. “I went back, last night, after…I thought I’d made a mistake. That I should explain. Try to fix it. But I didn’t need to. By the time I got back to them, Bryce and the others were busy coming up with ways to sneak the Steward out of Litheria. To bring him here and drop him at your feet.”
I blanched, my gaze snapping back to his.
“Or his head, at least,” he added with a grim smirk. “There was some disagreement on that front.” His smile faded. “Your people love you, Elivya. You, not the idea of you or the half-truths or the Lazerin banner. I wanted you to see it for yourself but I went about it the wrong way. I’m sorry.”
The remorse on his face made my chest hurt. “I’m sorry too,” I murmured. “For what I said. Last night and back in Litheria. Everything that happened…None of it was your fault. I was cruel to suggest otherwise.”
He stared down at his hands for a moment, rubbing at the scar on his palm. “I wasn’t here when you needed me most. I have to live with that.” Blue eyes met mine. “But I swear to you, I’ll never leave you again.”
There was an earnestness in him, in that moment, his face open to me like it rarely was. It frightened me, though I couldn’t quite place why. In an instant, the moment vanished, the book closed before my eyes. Quintin stood with a creak and a rattle, the sudden movement shaking the goosebumps from my skin. He offered me a hand and the small smile he offered along with it looked as bruised as I felt.
“Come on,” he said. “Emir and the others are waiting.”
I stared up at him a long moment, then took his hand and let him pull me to my feet.



Chapter 30
The day after the army departed, it began to rain. It continued nonstop for almost two weeks. Reports came every few days from our troops, quickly bogged down in the mire. Supply carts, horses, and men floundered in the mud, knee-deep in some places. After the second day, Reyus called a halt and the army hunkered down to wait out the storms. Once the rain finally abated, it took another week for the ground to dry and the damaged wagons to be repaired. We’d lost the better part of a month.
Selice paced through the empty halls, anxious and obsessed, the few of us who remained standing silent vigil and weathering our own kind of storm. Tommy’s reports from Litheria had included the news that the Emperor and his Hydraxian bride had been reunited in the capital. A grand celebration had been held at the temple and eyewitness accounts talked of the white stone and its strange sigils glowing brightly at the god-king’s touch. The divine couple had taken their place on Alesia’s throne, adopting Selice’s infant brother as their own son.
They named him Samuel.
Selice’s fury settled over the house like a blanket of knives. No one but Colin dared to speak to her for days.
Even after the rains broke, our forces marching eastward continued to face what seemed like endless delays and complications. Solomon had dispatched a small but ferocious force to waylay our assault with a series of pitched battles in eastern Laezon. Though our superior numbers drove them to retreat time and again, they rallied day after day, sending small raiding parties of cavalry to harass our supply train at the back of the column, slowing our army’s progress to a crawl. Our forces were closing in on the White City, but even if they managed to arrive before Persica’s reinforcements, they’d reach Litheria haggard and battle-weary.
Reports from the western front brought better news. With the mountain passes clear, the Hydraxian army had indeed advanced into Alesian territory, but they hadn’t anticipated our strongholds to be ready for them. Skirmishes up and down the western border consistently ended in our allies’ favor.
Despite those victories, I grew more and more restless by the day, staring east and itching for word.
When it finally came, I wished it hadn’t.
The distant sound of pounding on the front door woke me in the early hours of morning, followed by the steady crescendo of the house stirring in alarm. Throwing aside the blankets, I snatched my sword from its sheath and rushed downstairs barefoot in my shift. The majority of the household was already there, Will and Amita guiding a young man into a chair in the foyer. I pressed between Elliot and Maria to reach him.
“Matt,” I breathed when I saw his face. “What’s happened? What are you doing here?”
Tommy’s young runner looked exhausted, frightened, and riddled with guilt. Behind him, a stone-faced Quintin slipped in through the manor’s main doors. He caught my eye and gave his head a small shake.
No sign of pursuit. Not yet, at least.
“I’m sorry, miss,” Matt heaved miserably. “I nearly ruined her, but I had to. General Reyus told me I had to.” It took me a moment to realize he was talking about the horse I’d given him. “A day and a night with barely a rest. I thought she’d founder, but she’s so damned tough.”
“Stephan will see to her, just tell us what the hells happened.”
Will tugged at his blood-stained shirt, eyes wild. “They knew you were coming. They were waiting on the banks, and the General…Ah, gods, miss, I don’t even know where to start!”
“You saw my uncle?” Selice appeared beside me, her rigid frame wrapped in a silk dressing gown. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders in sleepy ringlets but her eyes were bright and alert. “Where is he? Where is my army?”
Matt gaped up at her for a dumbstruck moment before replying, “R-routed, Majesty. In retreat.”
A wave of alarmed murmurs swept the room, but Selice never wavered. “You know this how?”
“I was there…The General, he-” He lurched suddenly to his feet, his voice tight with fear. “You have to leave here, Your Grace! They’re coming! If they find you-”
Quintin caught him by the shoulders and coaxed him back down into the chair. Matt didn’t seem to have the strength to refuse.
“No one will find us tonight,” assured Selice. “You outrode the sun itself, I think.”
“Why, though?” I asked, brows knit. “Why were you there? I thought you were in Kingston with Tommy.”
Matt’s sunken gaze met mine. “I was, miss. Was him that sent me. Gave me a letter for you.” He pawed ineffectively at his tunic for a moment. “It’s in my saddlebags…The lads that run the barge routes, they bring us news from inside the city. Couple days ago, they brought word that a few lords had been arrested by the Origin. Tommy was in knots over it, seemed sure they meant something to you, so he sent me.”
I paled.
“Which
lords?”
“I-I can’t remember. It’s in the letter. Two men.”
Ah, gods…
“The priests said they’d committed an unforgivable sin. Called them unclean.”
…Aubrey.
There was an awful stillness before the cold rush of panic swept over me. I glanced at Quintin, still hovering behind Matt’s chair. Pity lit his eyes as he watched me back away. My mind tumbled, desperately seeking the next move, calculating how long it would take us to reach the city, how long Aubrey and Leon could endure Solomon’s Red Priests. I spun for the stairs and began shoving my way through the small crowd.
“Where are you going?” Selice demanded.
“Litheria.”
If we hurried, if we rode like hell, maybe-
“It’s too late, miss.” Matt’s voice, thick with sorrow, yanked me to a halt. “They went to the pyre before I ever left Tommy’s.”
There is a silence between the high-pitched tick when a mirror is cracked and the thunderous crash as the pieces come undone. I heard that screeching preface, heard the carefully-patched remnants of my heart crack inside my chest. And then that eternal moment of silent agony before they finally splintered and came loose.
The roar in my ears overtook all else, drowning out the voices in the foyer, the hammering of my feet on the stairs, the shuddering slam of my bedroom door. The blade, long forgotten, fell from my hand with a clatter as I sagged against the wall, clutching my head and heaving one trembling gasp after another.
I wanted to rip, to tear, to scream until my lungs gave out, to collapse into nothing and cease to be. Rage and grief crashed over me in an endless, devouring tempest. Amidst the chaos, I grasped for calm, for reason, my mind offering flashes of memory like shields against the crushing tide. Aubrey’s laughter. Leon’s gentle smile.
Solomon’s slithering voice and dead, black eyes.
No more, I had said. I’d sworn it as though my earnestness could somehow make it true. And yet Solomon had taken more, would keep taking, from me and every other Alesian, so long as he drew breath.
But there are a number of ways to stop a man breathing.
And Litheria was not so very far away.
I shoved off the wall, snatched up my sword from the floor, and threw open my wardrobe, dragging on a pair of breeches and a tunic. My canvas rucksack came next, my hands moving with increasing fervor as I crammed a few rumpled essentials into the bottom.
I didn’t even stop to look when the door latch clicked. I could feel Quintin there, watching me, reading my intent.
“It’s a trap,” he said quietly. “You know it is.”
I ignored him and stuffed a light cloak into my bag.
A few wary steps brought him to the foot of the bed. “The White City is crawling with soldiers and every one of them, from the gates to the throne room, will know your face. He’ll have made sure of it.”
I yanked the drawstring shut.
An edge of warning crept into his calm tone. “He’ll have a dozen guards on him. More.”
I checked my weapons, my shield, and shouldered my rucksack, but Quintin stepped between me and the door. I drew up short, baring my teeth.
“Get out of my way.”
“There will be a time and a place,” he said. “Right now, we need you here.”
I sidestepped around him, reaching the door in a few hurried strides. The rage burned hot in my chest, pounding in my ears, my veins, blocking out everything except the feverish drive to put an end to Solomon, once and for all.
“You’ll never forgive yourself, Elivya.”
My hand froze on the doorknob.
“If you leave now,” he said grimly, “you might get in. You might get to him. Might even live long enough to kill him before his guards cut you down. But it won’t bring Aubrey back, or your parents, or James, and it won’t stop the army that’s headed this way. The Persicans will burn Laezon to the ground to put an end to the Queen’s rebellion.”
I didn’t want to hear it. I wanted to storm out into that black morning and ride hell-for-leather for Litheria to make Solomon pay for the things he’d done. But the harder I tried to cling to the anger, the more it faltered, guttering half-heartedly in the wake of his words.
“It’s not fair,” he grated out. “I know it’s not. But you are more than just a spy or an assassin. There are thousands of people here who rely on you, who could die if you walk away.”
My hand fell to the dagger at my hip, my thumb grazing the Lazerin sigil. I knew he was right, and the shame of it crept up into my throat. There was far more at stake than my revenge.
But it was too much. Too much to ask. Too much to stomach, letting Solomon slip through my fingers while I tucked tail and ran – again. His face swam through my memory, black eyes gloating, thin lips twisted in a condescending sneer. The thought was almost enough to push me out the door until Aubrey’s final words to me stirred in my head, piercing all thoughts of Solomon like a ray of sun slicing through the clouds.
We are the shepherd and the shield.
Quintin didn’t move when I buried my dagger in the wooden door and hurled my pack across the room with a furious cry. He didn’t blink when I smashed the vase on the small table nearby, or when I sent the table itself crashing. He waited out the storm of my fury in silence until I finally stilled, chest heaving, hands knotted into fists.
“I should have been there,” I said, my voice like acid and gravel. “I never should have left.”
“If you had stayed, you’d have been dead long before they were ever arrested.”
I glared at him, my jaw tight. “I put him at risk.”
“We both know he would have put himself there, regardless. He made a choice-”
“The one I should have. I should have stayed and finished the fucking job.”
“You barely survived the trip here.”
I knew it was true, but the guilt was drowning me. “I ran. I ran away when he needed my help.”
Saying it aloud unraveled my last feeble defenses, leaving me to face the full weight of my grief. I choked on the words like some terrible epiphany.
“I abandoned him. I left him there to die.”
He was everything to me, my adventurous, amber-eyed poet. More than a friend. More than a brother, even.
Ah, dove. Love doesn’t quite seem to cover it.
And now he was dead, like all the rest.
Bitter tears spilled from my eyes. “They burned him, Quintin. Burned them all.”
I opened my hands and stared down at my branded palms, crumbling.
“Everyone’s gone. There’s no one left. I can’t…I can’t…I can’t do
this alone.”
The floorboards creaked and then Quintin’s hands were on my cheeks, cool and rough, cradling my face between them. He lifted my gaze to his, those pale eyes burning into mine.
“You are not alone.”
A sob tore from my throat and he folded me against his chest, wrapping those thick arms around me and waiting while the shattered pieces of my heart came undone. The grief poured from me, tearing loose and spilling out onto the coarse linen of his tunic.
I wept and wept, until only an empty shell remained.
When it was done, when there was nothing left but the bone-deep ache and the exhaustion, I turned my head to rest my brow against the ridge between Quintin’s collarbones.
“Before this is over,” I murmured, “before my end, I will kill him.”
Quintin drew back and searched my face for a long moment. Then his shoulders drooped with a quiet exhale and a small, resigned nod. He stepped past me and wrested my knife from the freshly-scarred wood of the door, offering it back to me hilt-first.
“But not today,” he said. “The dead can wait. It’s the living who need you now.”
The etched sigil of my House gleamed in the dawn light, the weight of that reminder shoring up every shattered piece. Falling apart had left me hollow, numb, my mind clear and sharp. I felt like a suit of armor.
That, I could use. There was a kind of strength, of invulnerability, in that emptiness. With the enemy on my doorstep, I needed my wits, not my crippling grief or my blinding rage. More than my own survival depended on it.
I wrapped my fingers around the hilt and set myself to task.



Chapter 31
The house was abuzz with frenzied preparations and sown with confusion. While servants bustled about the halls, Selice summoned the remnants of her council. As usual, I was offered no invitation, but I was done lurking in crawlspaces and sneaking around for every scrap of news. Laezon was my home. My responsibility. I sure as hell wasn’t going to stand by and let others make decisions regarding the lives of my people.
I burst through the salon door with Quintin close on my heels, fully prepared for a litany of protests from the room’s occupants. Instead, I was greeted with an expectant silence.
“Good,” Selice chirped, straightening. “Now that we’re all here, let’s begin.”
I hesitated, eyeing Trina. The tiniest hint of amusement lit her face.
“Take your place, Lady Lazerin,” the Queen added impatiently. “We are pressed for time.”
Behind my shoulder, Quintin’s boots scuffed on the carpet as he bowed and turned to leave us. A strange spike of dread shot through me at the thought of his sudden absence. He’d not left my side all morning.
“Stay.” The word came out a bit sharper than I’d intended, not that I’d truly intended to utter it at all. Quintin froze, his blue eyes flicking between me and the rest of our company.
Colin shifted uncomfortably beside the cluttered table. “This is a meeting of the Queen’s council.”
“He stays,” I said flatly.
All eyes turned to Selice, whose golden gaze lingered on me before she waved one slender hand in a careless gesture.
“As you wish, Lady Lazerin.”
Quintin spared me a sideways glance as we approached the table and the paltry group of faces encircling it. Aside from Trina and the handsome captain, only Elliot remained of Selice’s original council. Maria had joined us, her lovely face nearly as pale as her husband’s. Matt lingered in the corner, looking haggard and out of place in his blood-spattered tunic. Will hovered beside him.
Not enough, I thought. Not nearly enough.
“Amita should be here, too,” I added stiffly.
“Your chamberlain?” Colin balked.
“She knows this estate and its resources better than anyone. You would do well to heed her advice.”
Selice frowned at my clipped tone, but acquiesced and before long, James’ mother was bobbing a curtsy at the doorway with a stunned look on her face.
“Now, then.” Selice turned to Matt. “Your report, if you please.”
He shuffled up to the table. I’d no doubt that he’d shared the bulk of the news with the rest after I’d retreated from the foyer, but the hour or so since had given him the chance to regain his calm and get his thoughts into order.
“There’s been a good amount of resistance in Litheria since you left, Majesty. Secret meetings and posters and the like. We’ve been doing what we can from Kingston, helping to smuggle out those the Origin sets their eyes on. Last few weeks, the tone in the alleys turned loud. Word got out that the Queen’s army was on the move, and folk started gettin’ bold. Riots broke out in Dockside. A few Persican soldiers and a priest got killed.”
I watched his throat work as he took a pause, looking over our mixed company. “The Emperor made sure they paid for it. I wasn’t there, but the boys runnin’ the barge routes said the whole city sounded like it was screamin’.”
“Raids,” Elliot muttered, his kind eyes hardened with old ghosts. Beside him, Maria slid her hand around his arm, looking pale.
Matt nodded. “From Dockside to the Noble Quarter, dusk ‘til dawn. Hundreds died in the streets, dozens more dragged off to prison. When we heard about the arrests, Tommy sent me from Kingston to bring a report. I made it across the Septim, but not much further before I came upon the battlefield.” He pointed to a spot on the map. “The Persican army was waiting for them, dug in here on the banks of the river with pikemen and ballistae.”
“Outnumbered?” Colin asked.
“Fairly even, by my reckoning, but I ain’t never seen a battle before that. General Reyus gave ‘em hell, either way. They were making progress, taking ground. I saw a lot of white banners fall, but…”
“Reinforcements were due to arrive from the north,” Selice prompted when Matt’s silence stretched.
“Some did, Majesty, but they weren’t ours.”
Her brows knit. “You’re mistaken. The Persican troops were marching from the Bay of Brothers to the southeast.”
“Still are, my lady. Rumor has it, they’ve been harassed by groups of raiders all along the road north.”
Selice glanced at Trina, who gave a small shake of her head before the Queen turned back to Matt. “Whose?”
“No banners,” he replied. “I’d guess highwaymen, but for their numbers. Hundreds, according to our scouts. Odds are, someone in Daria doesn’t want them reaching the city.”
That seemed like the sort of thing Adrian would do, but he was far too busy with the southern fleet to coordinate any kind of resistance on the mainland. Perhaps Lord Yuri had decided to make a stand, after all.
“A separate force, then?” Selice asked.
“Yes, Majesty. From the north. I’m certain of it.”
“But where would-”
Her face suddenly fell and her golden eyes flicked to me, bitter realization hitting us both simultaneously.
Dournin.
We’d been so focused on the threat to the east that we’d thought little of their allies in the west. Persica might be limited to using the port in Petrion, but Dournin in the north was a relatively short sail from Hydrax. With Solomon on the throne as Steward, he could easily order the Royal Navy to stand down or send them on some fool’s errand in the North Sea to get them out of the way while Empress Hasha shipped a portion of her army to our northern shores. And since our reports from the western front had been so favorable, we’d all but dismissed Hydrax as a threat. I’d thought Persica was underestimating us, but we’d made the exact same mistake.
Reyus’ eldest son Ulrich was meant to be bringing a sizable host down from Ostris. If the Hydraxians had come from the north…
“How many?” I asked.
“Two thousand, give or take. But they didn’t look like Persicans. Not from a distance, at least. I think that’s what threw the General.” Matt took a shaky breath, scanning us. “They were carrying Oristei banners.”
Reyus had seen those flags and thought his son was coming to help him take the field. A son who was almost certainly long-since dead, along with his men. By the time the enemy got close enough for Reyus to see through the ruse, it would have been too late.
We stood in horrified silence as Matt told us in stark terms of our army’s heavy losses and costly retreat. As Persica gave chase, driving our exhausted troops back across Laezon, he had slipped into the fleeing ranks and sought out General Reyus, who’d commanded him to ride ahead and warn us of the imminent danger.
Though he couldn’t put numbers to what he had seen, Matt conveyed the bleakness of the situation well enough. The weight of it hung over us all, and for a long moment, no one spoke.
“How long?” Colin finally murmured.
“Three days, maybe,” Matt replied. “Four at the most.”
The gears in my head turned, evaluating, calculating. Though I’d not shared more than was necessary with Aubrey, I had confirmed Selice’s presence in Laezon and our intentions to march on Litheria. My friend was unaccountably brave and loyal to a fault, but even he could not withstand the cruelties of Solomon’s priests. My own experience assured me of that much.
Which would explain why the enemy had given chase to our broken and retreating army. It was just as Quintin had said: Persica was coming for Selice, to put an end once and for all to the threat she posed.
“We need to get you out of here,” Colin said at the Queen’s side. He pointed on the map to the province directly west. “We should make for Caelin. Lord Ignatus is a loyal ally.”
“Won’t they just follow us?” she asked.
“If we leave today, we’ll be well clear before their scouts can spot our retreat.”
I nodded absently but said nothing, my mind churning.
“You agree, Lady Lazerin?”
My head shot up, the expectation in her stare turning my tongue to lead. Selice’s safety was paramount, surely, but Laezon was home to tens of thousands. What was to become of them?
I needed time. Time to think. Time to work through every possibility, every angle, but there was none. Decisions had to be made now.
I pulled a smaller map from the litter of papers strewn about, a more thorough cartograph of Laezon detailing the terrain. The fort lay north, Elliot and Maria’s estate to the southwest. All along the northwestern border, the Laezon Forest stretched its ancient limbs. Narrow but long, it separated Laezon from the open fields of Theria and Caelin on the far side. I traced my finger over the river slicing through it, recalling the lessons of my Bronnadh.
There, yes. My mother’s voice.
“Colin is right,” I replied at last. “You and your Queen’s Guard should make for House Caerus and work toward rebuilding your army.”
“When they find the manor empty, the Persicans will go looking for her,” Trina pointed out. “It won’t take them long to reach Lord Caerus’ doorstep.”
I glanced at her. “Not if they think she’s still here.” Pointing at the garrison stronghold, I continued. “Whatever remains of our army will flee to the fort. It’s the most defensible place within a hundred leagues. Persica will expect her to hole up there.”
Trina’s eyes lit. “Misdirection.”
“As long as they don’t see anyone make for the forest, they’ll never think to search it or the lands beyond. Their eyes are on the army. We need to keep them there.”
“And how do you propose to do that?”
I glanced at Selice. “You have a few extra gowns in your trunks, I expect.”
“You can’t be serious,” Trina scoffed.
“The simplest tricks often work the best.”
Selice arched her brows, clearly as skeptical as her handmaiden. “You’re going to parade around on the battlements in my gown?”
“Not me,” I said, “but someone, yes. An Aduline flag would help, too.”
It was a ridiculous plan, but I was fairly certain it would work. In the dumbfounded silence that followed, the rest of those around the table seemed to come to the same conclusion.
Colin leaned over the map. “Does the fort even have enough supplies for a siege?”
“I’ll send out what cavalry I have left on hand to call in every favor within a day’s ride. With Your Majesty’s permission, we’ll send all the supplies we’ve been gathering for the army to the fort.” Selice waved a hand in wordless assent. “The nearby villages and homesteads should be warned as well. Give everyone a chance to flee.”
“Where will you send them?” Trina asked.
“North. Into Montar. Vitri would be safer, but House Montre is my kin. They’re honor-bound to offer aid.”
Colin frowned. “When their Queen called, House Montre sent no soldiers. Just pled for delay, like the rest. I’d say their honor isn’t worth much.”
“Then you haven’t met Montreans. If they didn’t come, it’s for good reason.”
“Like dealing with the Hydraxian reinforcements pouring into the port at Dournin,” Selice muttered unhappily.
Sending my people to Montar was a risk, but if my father had trusted Lord Westin Montre, so would I. Korent lay too close to Aduline and the rest of the lords to the immediate south had no love for me. To the north, Estia was already overrun and House Evitra had been one of many to promise troops and then not deliver. Sending my people any farther west would draw Persica’s attention in directions we didn’t want.
“We need maps,” Quintin murmured, pulling my focus back.
“Amita.” She startled at the sound of her name as I turned my attention to her. “Do we have any more recent maps of Laezon? Ones that mark homesteads and smaller villages? For land disputes and the like.”
“There’s a…deed ledger,” she stammered, shaking the surprise from her features. “In the study. Blue binding, on the upper shelves behind your father’s desk.”
“We need it, and someone who can make fair copies in haste.”
“My ladies,” Selice volunteered. “Emily and Caitlyn are both skilled at drawing. They should be in the parlor.”
My chamberlain bobbed a curtsy before hurrying from the room to get started.
“Elliot, Maria, will you see to the rations?” I asked, and they murmured in agreement. “Every bit that remains in the barns and cellars goes straight to the fort. We’ll need to commandeer what we can from the nearby villages and homesteads, as well. And gather everything of use from the house. The horses, too. We can take them west, into Caelin. And someone has to go to Bendton.” I paused, giving my head a sharp, frustrated shake. There was too much to do, not enough time, and far too few men left to do it.
“I can ride to Bendton, my lady,” Will offered from the corner. He’d been so quiet, I’d almost forgotten he was there.
“That’s no small job, Will,” I warned. “You’d need to scour every cellar for supplies for the fort, as well as rally volunteers to transport it there. Not to mention convincing everyone to evacuate north.”
He took a step forward, his green eyes bright with purpose. “I can do it.”
As much as I hesitated to leave such a vital task to another, I couldn’t do everything myself. Will had proven himself clever and capable, and I had connections in Bendton that could help him. Of all the options, he was the best.
“Alright,” I conceded. “Will handles Bendton, but that still leaves the rest of Laezon. There are two dozen other villages south of the river and gods only know how many homesteads.”
“I can plot the relay routes,” Quintin said. His mouth quirked in a wry grin when I shot a startled glance his way. “I spent two years working nothing but bounty contracts with my regiment in Tuvria. I know how to cover ground efficiently.”
“My Queen’s Guard will assist you.” Selice folded her hands delicately before her. “I expect riders in palace armor with the Aduline seal in hand will help convince your people of the severity of the situation.”
My racing thoughts stumbled to a halt as I suddenly realized that I’d all but taken over a meeting of the Queen’s own council. After a moment of awkward silence, Selice raised her brows at me.
“…And?” she prompted. “I assume you have something more specific in mind than ‘ride around waving a royal seal’.”
“Only if Your Grace-”
“Spare us all your belated sense of propriety, Lady Lazerin. This is your province. How you defend it is your business. The Crown is merely here to assist.”
I caught a wry smirk from Trina as I turned back to Colin, who looked none too pleased at the plans being set so rapidly in motion.
“Your help would be appreciated, Captain.”
“And how long, exactly, do you plan to require my men?” he asked stiffly. “I must consider Her Majesty’s safety first and foremost. I can’t afford to leave the Queen’s Guard here to play courier while we flee through unfamiliar territory.”
“We aren’t going anywhere,” Selice dismissed. “We stay to the last.”
He gaped at her. “All due respect, my lady, we cannot risk-”
“You may keep your respect, Captain, and do as you are bid.” Selice’s sharp tone was outmatched only by the razor-edged glare she shot him. “We will not flee while there is aid to be offered here.”
Lover or otherwise, she was still the Queen of Alesia. She would suffer no insubordination, even from him. After a long, tense moment, Colin turned to me and offered a crisp bow.
“My men are at your disposal.”
“You have my thanks,” I replied. “Quintin will plot your routes. Have your riders send every bit of food and livestock that can be spared to the fort. Tell everyone you meet to head north, to follow the river and make for Montar.”
“And the fields?”
Though I’d long since made up my mind on the matter, the words still tasted bitter on my tongue. “Burn them. I’ll not feed Persica’s army on Laezonese grain.” Colin nodded gravely and I shifted my eyes back to Selice. “I’ll need your signature on a number of missives, as well, Your Majesty. Ones we can’t afford to go unheeded.”
“You’ll have it,” she assured.
“What about you?” Colin asked. “Are you coming to Caelin with us or going north with your people?”
I hesitated, glancing toward Quintin. The expression on his face told me he already knew my mind. I angled my head in silent query. He replied with a solemn nod.
“Neither,” I said as I turned back to the Queen. “The refugees here are too many. If they follow you to Caelin, Persica’s scouts will notice.”
“So take them north,” Trina said.
“Many are wounded or elderly. They can’t make the trip with any amount of haste.”
“Then what will you do with them?”
“Hide them,” I said, pointing on the map. “Here, at the far edge of the forest by the river. We can send reports to you on the status of the siege and you can send us supplies to keep us alive through the winter.”
Selice’s golden eyes went wide. “You’re going to overwinter in the forest?”
“It’s far better odds than trying to outrun Persica’s skirmishers with a caravan full of wounded.”
The Queen frowned down at the map. “It’s too dangerous, with the fort so close. If you’re not going north to Montar, then you’re coming to Caelin with us. We’ll provide the refugees with maps and as much provisioning as we can spare.”
“They don’t know those woods, Your Grace. I do.”
“They have their own leaders. And I’m told the gezgin are adept at living off the land. There is no reason for you to put yourself at risk.”
“Someone needs to stay with these people. Make sure they don’t lead Persica to you, unwitting or otherwise.”
“Lady Lazerin-”
“I’ll not abandon them,” I snapped, and the sudden silence was dense and absolute. The startled young queen searched my face while I struggled to check my tone. “They are my responsibility, Your Grace. I won’t leave them behind.”
Her expression softened and I knew she understood. How could she not? She was Adulil’s own blood. That same unearthly pull hummed in her veins as surely as it did mine. That urge to protect, to guide, to preserve and shelter, no matter the cost.
We are the shepherd and the shield.
“Very well.” Selice squared her shoulders and raised her chin a fraction, looking every inch the immovable beacon of hope from Aubrey’s posters. Her golden gaze swept our small company.
“We have a month’s worth of work to do in less than three days. Let’s get to it, shall we?”



Chapter 32
Itsu sat perched on the step of her wagon, watching a horde of young children chase a scraggly dog around the campsite. I dodged the shrieking whirlwind to make my way over to her, touching my knuckle to my brow in mimic of the deferential gesture I’d seen the other gezgin afford her.
“Khogshin.”
She eyed me with a snort. “You speak our tongue as poorly as most of us speak yours.” Her gnarled hands maneuvered a small knife around the apple in her hands, cutting a chunk and popping it into her mouth.
“I’ve come to ask for your help,” I said.
Itsu grinned as a fresh peal of children’s laughter rang out through the camp. She waved a disinterested hand my way. “Go on, then.”
“…The Persican army is coming.”
Her knife stilled halfway through another slice, the joy draining from her face. “How long?”
“Three days. Maybe less. I have a plan,” I added, “but the gezgin must choose for themselves. Will you help me speak to them?”
Mistrust was written in every facet of her jade eyes. Years of struggle and suffering had hardened her, made her wary for the sake of her people’s survival, but after weighing me with a long, judicious stare, she agreed.
A half hour later, I sat atop Valor and stared out at a sea of anxious faces, Alesian and gezgin alike. All displaced. All haunted. All waiting for me to explain why I’d gathered them. My palms had already begun to sweat, clammy and damp on the reins.
Don’t be a coward.
I braced myself and drew a deep breath.
They didn’t take it well. Itsu’s translation followed close on the heels of my own words, spreading the news to her people as I watched panic seep through the crowd.
“I know you’re frightened,” I called out, hushing their worried chatter, “but you needn’t come with us. Those hale enough to travel swiftly, leave for Montar now and you should have enough time to be well clear before the enemy arrives.”
Several clusters of them broke away at that. I raised my voice over the din of their hasty departure.
“If you choose to come with us, you stay with us. No exceptions. We can’t risk anyone falling into enemy hands and giving up our position.”
In this last, I knew I could not waver. Once they saw the location of our camp, every one of them became a liability. I would not endanger the lives of the many for the misgivings of a few. Still, the uneasy glances they exchanged made my heart crawl up into my throat.
“Most of you don’t know me,” I said, “and I don’t blame you for not trusting me, but I swear I will do everything I can to see you through the winter.” Yusuf’s hard sapphire eyes caught mine in the crowd. “Stay or go. The choice is yours, but make it quickly. Persica will not wait.”
As the crowd dispersed, Emir and the rest of our students pressed up to the front. I didn’t have to ask. Every single one of them had already made up their minds. They arrayed themselves before me, faces lit with purpose.
“The convoy leaves for the forest in two days,” I told them. “They’ll take you to the campsite and then press on to establish our supply connections in Caelin. Those who are able should begin clearing trees. We’re going to need a lot of lumber. Quintin and I will join you as soon as we can.”
Emir patted Valor’s neck and flashed me a smile. “We see you there, anchin. With as many as will come.”
Several of our students pressed their fists to their chests in a mimic of Quintin’s salute before hurrying off after Emir to see to the preparations. Itsu lingered, eyeing me, her small frame dwarfed beside Valor’s massive shoulder.
“Careful, girl,” she warned. “Hope is a dangerous thing to give a person.”
I could only pray I had not given it in vain.

The fort was bustling with activity when we arrived the next day, a mess of supplies and men crowding the bailey. Soldiers and civilians alike slung sacks of grain and baskets of vegetables over their shoulders. I caught sight of Will, a full head taller than most, directing a throng of Bendton volunteers toward the cellars like a seasoned Elder. In less than two days, he’d managed every bit of what I’d asked of him and more.
“Lady Lazerin!” a familiar voice called as I dropped from the saddle. A quick scan of the crowd revealed the source striding up to us with the lithe ease of a man half his age.
“Captain Rowan,” I blurted in surprise. Aside from a few streaks of silver in his long, cinnamon hair, he looked the same as he had the last time I’d seen him, years ago in that very spot. Arrows rattled in his quiver when he fetched up before us and offered me a bow, a curved saber gleaming at his hip.
“Been a long time, miss,” he said.
“So it has. I didn’t expect to see you here. I thought you’d ridden out with Samson and the rest.”
His face darkened. “The Commander insisted we stay. Briggs and I both. Said he didn’t trust anyone else.”
Before I could ask what he meant, Rowan’s hawk-like gaze shifted to Quintin beside me.
“You must be the stray he mentioned picking up in Estia a few years ago. The legion foundling. Crimson Bear, was it?”
“…Once,” Quintin replied stiffly. His eyes skimmed over Rowan’s bandolier of gleaming knives. “Savernian?”
The captain’s mouth twitched in a small, humorless grin. “Once.”
“Any luck with your outriders?” I asked him.
“Scouts came back this morning.”
“And?”
Rowan gave his head a grim shake. “Barely a thousand left. With the supply train destroyed, they had to leave most of the wounded behind. Anyone who couldn’t sit a horse.”
Gods… “And the enemy?”
“Four men to our one. Well-equipped, efficient, and barely a half-day behind.”
I lowered my voice. “Will they make it?”
“The General is pushing them hard, and the Persicans are hauling siege. They’re expecting a long fight. If they wanted to ride us down, they would’ve done it by now.”
I nodded, chewing my cheek. “And our cavalry?”
“More than half fell on the banks of the Septim. The rest have been guarding the retreat. Skirmishers have been nipping their heels the whole way, but our boys have managed to hold them off.”
“Samson will bring them home,” I said with a conviction that was only half-conjured.
Rowan hesitated. “The Commander’s dead, miss.” 
Fresh grief rattled through me like a stone tossed down an empty well, but I didn’t dare pause to feel it. Not now. Time was slipping through my fingers like water.
“Right,” I muttered. “Well. It’s in our hands now, then.”
Something like pity flashed across the Captain’s sharp features. “So it would seem.”
I steeled myself and eyed the sea of wagons. “Will it be enough?”
“Should be, if we’re careful.”
“Good. Keep as much of the livestock as you can maintain and send the rest on with Will for us. You got my message, I presume.”
He gestured toward the gate at a group of mounted soldiers. “Two dozen volunteers, ready and willing.”
“And they know-”
“They know the risks, my lady, and the conditions. Hand-picked them myself.”
I scanned their faces from afar. “Thank you.”
Well aware that we had a dozen other tasks to accomplish before sundown, Quintin and I made our farewells and climbed back into the saddle. As I gathered up the reins, a flash of auburn caught my eye. Across the yard, Rowan was settling onto his own dark bay mare with Briggs standing alongside him. The two captains clasped forearms and their mouths moved in some solemn exchange before Rowan kneed his horse our way.
“Where do you think you’re going?” I challenged when he drew near.
Rowan shot me a sharp look that suggested I already knew the answer and spurred his mount on toward the waiting cavalry. He didn’t slow as he galloped past them, just let out a shrill whistle and disappeared out the gate. The two dozen fell in behind him.



Chapter 33
The night before we fled, I dreamed of death. It began as my nightmares usually did, drowning in a void of blackness. No air. No light. Only the thrash of my unseen hands and the leaden heave of seized lungs, the crushing terror and the wondering of which futile breath would prove my last.
And just when I approached that final precipice, when my chest burned and the dark grew slightly darker and I knew for certain I would die, I was hurled from that formless void. Out and down and through, tumbling with increasing violence until, in a blink, in an instant, I stood upon an endless landscape as though I’d stood there all along.
Sun. Sky. Sound.
The air around me as open as the dark had been oppressive. Lungs still and sated, as though they’d never been starving at all. A faint sensation brushed my hand and I lifted it to find fingers wreathed in shadow. Smoke and flame slithered across the flesh, but I felt no pain. Somehow I knew that skin and bone wasn’t mine. The wind howled, ripping at some unseen banner above my head as I turned my attention to the vast expanse below.
The wrongness of it struck me like a hammer.
No, no, no… It should be here. It was supposed to be here.
But those trees are barren, that riverbed dry. The very ground cracked and split, an endless carpet of lifeless cinders. Before my feet, a great dead land stretched to the horizon. Despair flooded me at the sight of it.
Then the edges of my vision rippled, a figure fetching up beside me.
James.
His mouth formed a question, but the words were swallowed by the deafening roar of the wind. His gaze, hollow with worry, shifted from me to something behind us.
I turned.
Eyes. Hundreds of thousands of eyes. Watching. Waiting. Men and women, children and elders. They could not see past the ridge on which I stood, couldn’t see the death and the ruin to which I’d led them.
Oh, gods, what have I done?
A choked sob lurched in my chest, panic gripping tight as I spun back to search the barren plains before my feet, but there was no sprig of green or patch of promise I’d overlooked. Only an endless, desolate horizon.
I’ve killed us all.
I shot upright in my bed, gasping and drenched in sweat. My lungs heaved for purchase. I raked my hands through my short hair and struggled to recover, as I’d struggled countless nights before.
Never like this, though.
The bedsheets snapped as I flung them off and fled to the open window nearby, gripping the sill and letting the cool breeze roll over my damp skin. Below, the tents and covered wagons of the remaining refugee camp stared up at me in silent expectation, cartloads of supplies tarped and lashed in preparation for our departure, come morning. The weight of that reminder anchored me, the sounds and smells of the late summer night gradually steadying my racing pulse.
I wasn’t trapped in that dark abyss, some half-dead thing wreathed in shadows and flame. I was here, breathing, trying.
It was all I could do, to try.
I hoped it would be enough.
Though the moon was barely past its zenith, all aspirations of sleep had abandoned me, so I pulled on my rumpled breeches and tunic from the previous day and slipped out of my room into the velvet silence of the house.
Barefoot, I padded down one empty corridor after another, pacing out my troubled thoughts, slivers of moonlight filtering through the windows to light my way. I don’t know how long I wandered, but I eventually found myself in the small armory near the servants’ quarters. Its contents had already been packed away, the racks empty, crates crowding the walls. Beside a thick armor stand sat a fine banded trunk, its dark wood gleaming in the faint light that spilled through the doorway. I brushed my hand over the Lazerin crest before lifting the lid to reveal a set of heavy plate safely stowed beneath.
Nestled in the straw beside a polished helm lay a gleaming breastplate that, for all its careful cleaning, was marred with the telltale scars of battle. A stallion reared across its broad steel plane in defiance of the blades and arrows it had turned.
As my fingertips traced the embossed sigil of my House, a set of footsteps, strangely muted but no less familiar for it, approached through the quiet and shuffled to a halt in the doorway behind me. The warm glow of a candle flooded the close, dark space.
“It was my father’s,” I murmured, watching the light dance across the steel beneath my hands.
“Fine armor.”
Hinges creaked as I eased the lid shut. “If I were a son, I might’ve worn it to honor him.”
“You honor him in other ways.”
I turned. Quintin’s broad-shouldered frame filled the doorway. “You could wear it,” I said. “You’re near enough of a size.”
His face remained carefully blank. “I am not a Lazerin.”
“Yes, you are.”
The words slipped from me without thought, but as his guarded expression faltered, I realized what they meant to him. He’d never known that which I had taken for granted my entire life. A place to belong. A name. But if he belonged anywhere, it was with me, and I would have him know it.
“You are,” I repeated.
In the taut silence that followed, I finally noticed his half-dressed state. His belt knife gleamed at his hip, but his boots and baldric were conspicuously absent and his tunic was untucked as though he’d thrown it on in a hurry.
“Did I wake you?” I asked.
“No.”
“Liar.”
“…You walked right past the barracks.”
“I was quiet.”
“I know your footsteps.”
I know you, he meant. He’d witnessed the aftermath of my nightmares before. More than once, in those early days, he’d been the one to wake me from them. He studied my face through the dark.
“The priest, again?”
I wrapped my arms around myself and dodged his gaze, feeling foolish. “No. This one was…different. Vivid. Like a warning, almost.”
“Like the stag?”
Quintin was one of the few people I’d told about my encounter with the Fey Beast in the Kingswood, and the inexplicable feeling of foreboding that had accompanied it.
“No,” I said. “Maybe. I don’t know.”
“What did you see?”
“…Consequences.” I bit my cheek, trying and failing to keep the frustration from my voice. “No matter how many times I go over it in my head, I still feel like I’ve overlooked something. Made a mistake somewhere.”
Quintin’s brow furrowed. “You’ve done everything you can. Everything that could have been done, under the circumstances. The refugees, the fort, the villages-”
“And if I’m wrong? What if I can’t keep them safe? What if their scouts find us, or someone gets hurt, or sick, or – Gods forbid – there’s a fire?”
I bit off the words and clenched my jaw to keep more from spilling out. Quintin set aside his candle and crossed the small space between us, settling his hands on my shoulders. I shook my head, glaring at the floor.
“We haven’t even left yet, and it feels like I’ve already failed them.”
“You haven’t,” he said, giving my shoulders a bracing squeeze. When I still wouldn’t meet his gaze, he ducked his head to force the matter, catching my eye with arched brows and a hint of a smirk. “You just don’t like running.”
I huffed a feeble laugh, despite myself. “Counter to my nature, I’m afraid.”
“Oh, I remember. ‘Lazerins don’t run.’ I’ve never seen anyone so determined to get their head cut off.”
I bit my lip at the memory of that contentious lesson so long ago. Quintin’s grin widened briefly, and then faded.
“Whatever happens, Liv, whatever lies ahead, we’ll find a way through.”
For all his fervor, all the emotions those words of comfort should have struck in me, it was the way he said my name that made my heart stumble.
Liv.
Only Aubrey had ever called me that, but it rolled off his tongue with ease. Gods, we’d come so far from the bitter enmity of our beginning. My blue-eyed shadow, my stubborn guardian. He’d followed me across the sea and back. Now, unbound by oath or service, he was still willing to follow me into the very wilds of Laezon.
“I’m glad you’re here,” I said, low and earnest. “I’m glad you stayed.”
A strange look flitted across his face. His grip eased, his right thumb brushing a gentle back-and-forth across my shoulder before he released me and stepped away, that guard of his finally snapping back into place.
“Try to get some sleep,” he said. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

The third day dawned like all the rest, though with the added weight of finality. I watched from the gates as the long column of refugees and household staff trailed off toward the forest, Selice and Colin at the lead. Rowan and his cavalry went with them, along with Will and a handful of volunteers from Bendton who had chosen to stay on with us through the winter.
We bid a bittersweet farewell to Elliot, Maria, and Patrick, who were headed home to their own estate to the southwest. Patrick clung to Quintin with a will, sobbing and howling inconsolably. When his mother finally pried him free, his wails continued until the Tuvrian produced a small wooden sword from somewhere on his person, crudely whittled from a piece of pine. Patrick grabbed it excitedly, waving it and squealing with delight, all the boy’s tears immediately forgotten.
“Now you’ve done it,” Maria muttered, favoring Quintin with a wry smile.
While he and Elliot said their goodbyes, I dodged Patrick’s mock battle to give Maria a fierce hug. After a moment, the boy’s exuberant cries faded and two tiny arms enveloped my head.
“Who will protect you from the pirates?” he asked, his small voice drawn with worry. When I pulled away and saw the distressed look on his face, I forced a smile and pinched his chin.
“I think the real question is: who will protect the pirates from me?”
He wasn’t convinced. After a moment of solemn consideration, he held out his toy sword to me.
“You need this,” he declared.
The pieces of my heart felt liable to break anew. How could one so young grasp the scope of the turmoil around him? And yet there it was, absorbed from the adults in his midst and the days of harried activity. The danger and the fear and the desperation of what we were about shone in his eyes. In that moment, I wanted nothing in the world so much as I wanted to make him feel safe.
“Do you remember what I told you about Euzoni steel?” I asked, dredging up my lofty storyteller voice.
“Magic,” he replied.
“That’s right.” I pulled my dagger from its sheath and held it up, showing him the whorls of blue-gray. “There’s magic in the metal. It’s sharper than any razor and strong enough to pierce steel.” I let him touch the flat of it before tucking it away again. “Quintin has one, too. We’ll use them to keep each other safe.”
Though his brow retained its dubious furrow, Patrick sniffled and gave a sodden nod. Maria shifted him on her hip and offered me a gentle smile.
“It’s good to see you take your father’s place,” she said.
Elliot settled his arm around her. “He would be proud of you. They both would.”
“Thank you,” I said. “For everything.”
Not enough. Not nearly enough, for all they had done for me, but words were all I had to offer. After one last encouraging grin and a few waves from the carriage window, they disappeared out the gate with their handful of armsmen and servants in tow.
The house was eerily silent, once they’d gone. My footsteps echoed like thunder as I paced a bitter farewell down the empty halls, lingering a moment in the garden to watch the breeze dance through the vast canopy of my family’s Oak. When I pressed my hand to the bark, its coarse skin was warm beneath my palm.
Goodbye, old friend. In case we don’t meet again.
I felt that quiet calm settle over me, a whisper of a gift shared by countless generations. This, the first and last vestige of my House, I had no choice but to leave to the mercy of my enemy.
Go, my father’s voice urged.
They are coming, my mother whispered.
I went.
ACT BREAK
Act 2: Sanctuary
Should you find yourself lost, or without, or in need of sanctuary, return to the wild places that borne us. Take solace in our Mother’s keeping, that she might mend all things this world has broken in you.
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Chapter 34
AUTUMN
The pink light of dawn had not yet faded when Emir’s hand snapped up at the fore of our small hunting party. Nine of us behind creaked to a sudden halt, breath held, eyes and ears straining. The forest around us was murky gray, a persistent mist steadily soaking us to the skin, gathering on our lashes and fouling our sight, but we all saw the amber smudge in the distance.
Emir’s eyes remained locked on our quarry while he made a series of quick hand gestures over one shoulder. The eight gezgin men around me melted away into the trees. I crept forward and pressed myself up behind a broad maple, fletches hissing beneath my fingertips as I tucked my arrow to the string.
He spared me a fleeting glance. Wait.
I let out a slow, steady steam cloud of breath. After months of laboring beneath the brutal summer sun, autumn had closed in on us quickly, bringing with it bitter nights that lingered into brisk, dark mornings. Relief from the punishing heat was welcome, but the reminder of winter’s impending arrival had planted a fresh knot of worry in my stomach.
Every creak and rustle carried on the sharp, cold air, but the barest shifting of foliage and the occasional flicker of movement were the only evidence of the tribesmen slipping through the shadows of the forest. Utterly silent. Impossibly quick. Even after three months of hunting with them, it still filled me with awe. When they were in position, Emir twitched his fingers at me, beckoning. I planted a careful foot and inched around the trunk, yew and gut pulling taut in my hands.
The stag was small and young with mere twigs for antlers, but we’d long since lost the luxury of being choosy. Even with regular supply convoys from Caelin, the forest had been hunted all but bare to keep our two hundred fed. I aimed down the shaft, stiff feathers grazing my cheek, and held.
Rain pattered down through the canopy. Squirrels chattered lazily in the damp. The buck lifted his head, muzzle bobbing around a mouthful of greenery, velvet ears flipping back and forth. Suddenly he froze, nostrils flaring with deep, suspicious breaths.
There was no signal. I’d learned early on that the gezgin didn’t need one. Our bows hummed in unison, arrows flying. The stag gave a terrified squeal, stumbled a few steps, and fell.
Quiet mumbles of approval threaded through the trees as the men converged on their quarry. Three quickly set to work extracting arrows with their knives, passing those that could be salvaged back to their owners. I unhooked my tether and shuffled up behind them, watching in respectful silence until one man twisted round and thrust a green-fletched cedar arrow at me.
“Bayarla,” I said as I took it. Thank you. His scowl only deepened and he turned back to his task without reply.
For months, it had been the same. The Alesians and the Dacian women had warmed to me over time, but it seemed no amount of courtesy or deference could sway the staunch disapproval the gezgin men held for me. Yusuf eyed me over the carcass, standing – as always – as far from me as physically possible while still managing to be in the same location. The rest seemed content with simply pretending I didn’t exist.
“Come, anchin,” Emir murmured, gripping my shoulder and steering me away. “Let us practice our words.”
While the others worked to dress the stag, we paced a broad loop through the nearby trees in search of berries, mushrooms, or signs of rabbits.
“Ovol mai dan ilkhas mavan.”
My eyes swept over the leaf-laden ground. “Our cattle have wandered away.” I nudged a bit of rotting wood aside with my boot, but there was nothing useful behind it. “Iban lef silba eb-”
“Silbaya,” Emir corrected.
“Silbaya…eb mori.”
He sucked his teeth a moment before translating my faltering Dacian into Alesian, each word carefully annunciated. “I would like to buy a…cloak? Yes, cloak.”
Back and forth we went for a several minutes, varying our prompts from simple sentences to single words, until Emir shuffled to a halt.
“Anchin.”
“Hm?”
I glanced over my shoulder at him, but he just raised his brows and waved an expectant hand. “Anchin. Give me meaning.”
I’d never bothered to ask what the endearment meant, even though he’d been calling me anchin since the day we met. “Chief?” I guessed.
Emir shook his head. “Dargha is ‘chief’.”
“…Lady?”
“Is Alesian custom. We have no word for this.”
“Just tell me, then,” I grumbled.
He grinned, jade eyes glittering. “Hunter.”
“I thought erkhun was hunter.” I’d heard him use the word dozens of times when coordinating hunting parties.
“Erkhun is ‘man’,” he said. “All Dacian men hunt, so we make no difference in words. You are not man, so…” His head bobbed to one side, not bothering to voice the rest.
I peered through the trees at the group of Dacian men behind us. They chatted easily as they worked, even a low chuckle or two floating through the air to reach my ears. I knew the moment I returned to their company, that cheer would vanish back into stony silence.
“Why do they hate me so much, Emir?”
He followed my gaze and blew out a troubled sigh. “Is not hate, is…” He hesitated, digging for the right words. “You are outsider,” he said. “Is hard for them to trust when they have seen so much, had so much taken by outsiders. Krajni first, then Persica. Even Alesians. Many are not kind to us, when we come.”
“But I was. I did everything I could for them.”
“And that is why they follow you here,” he replied steadily, “but good heart does not always make good dargha. Is strength they need, to believe.”
I thought on it as we continued our wide circle, searching the forest floor and gathering what precious little we could find. Even the plants seemed exhausted by our presence.
“May I ask, anchin?” Emir’s voice was unexpectedly timid. “Is question that is perhaps too…close to person.”
“Personal,” I corrected automatically. “What is it?”
He fidgeted with the small knife on his belt. “For my people, when marriage is made, man does not leave woman. Sometimes, yes, to hunt or make water or other things where woman does not go. But most, they are together.” He finally turned his puzzled expression my way. “Is this not way of marriage in Alesia?”
“Well…yes. Why would you think otherwise?”
He nodded to the sapphire ring jouncing atop my tunic. “You wear djeton, but I have never seen this man who calls you wife.”
I bit back an involuntary swell of bitterness and doubt. “Adrian’s not my husband,” I replied flatly. “He will be, one day. Just not yet.”
“You are sure of this? How?”
I paused to peer through the layered leaves of a tenlinberry bush, frowning at the unripe clusters of fruit. “We have a contract. A promise between our families. He gave his word and I gave mine.”
“Ah, so you have not met him.”
“What? Of course, I have. We spent an entire season at Court together.”
“Then why did you not marry?”
I fumbled for a way to explain the unwritten rules of Alesian nobility to someone as unfettered as Emir. “That’s just…not how it’s done. A quick wedding suggests some sort of scandal. Money troubles or a pregnancy.”
“Is this not the point of marriage?” he scoffed. “To make children?”
“At the appropriate time.”
He gave his hand an exasperated wave. “This is foolish custom. If you want wife, and she want husband, then there is no meaning to wait. You say this never happens?”
“Sometimes, I suppose, if it were the right wife. The right husband.”
His face brightened and he nodded like we’d come to some pivotal understanding. “Like the stars and moon,” he said. “The one the world has made for you.”
Or the one with the right pedigree.
I swallowed that bitter retort, but my silence only gave me away. Emir’s smile faded.
“Your Ay-dreen, he is not your moon and stars?”
I hesitated, and hated myself for it. I had loved him, once, had risked everything for him. Now, I could barely remember the shape of his face. Still, the future of my House depended on our union and I couldn’t let doubt or resentment extinguish that glimmer of hope, no matter how faint.
“He’s a good man,” I said firmly. “We understand each other.” That much, at least, was true.
Emir paused between the trees, looking troubled. “This is not the same, anchin.”
“…It’s just not that simple.”
“Perhaps it should be.”
For a moment, I thought he meant to say more, but then he simply turned and wandered on. I fell back into step alongside him.
“This is important to you,” he observed after a short span of silence. “To have husband.”
“Without an heir, my bloodline will end.”
“Any man can make a child.”
“Yes, but this one must lead Laezon in my place until the child is grown. He must be a High Lord the other Houses would recognize.”
“And they see your Ay-dreen as this?”
I spotted a grouping of low-growing stalks near the base of a half-rotted oak stump. “He is dargha in his own right. Or will be, after his father.”
“Are there no others?”
“None who would sully their family name by marrying someone condemned by the Crown.”
“But your Ay-dreen will?”
I knelt and swiped aside layers of wet leaves. “He’s a man of his word. And he cares for me.”
Emir bobbed a pensive nod as he paced slowly back and forth nearby. “Then we send for him. Bring him to camp and make marriage for you.”
“You might find that difficult.”
“He does not know you are here?”
“No one knows we’re here. That’s more or less the point.”
“But if you write to him, tell him in your secret way how to find us-”
“Even if he did write back, this time,” I bit out before I could stop myself, “it would only be to tell me he couldn’t come.”
 Emir halted, frowning down at me as I clawed the cluster of stubborn bendritch roots free from the dirt.
“If? You say he has sent no message to you?”
At my silence, Emir’s face darkened further.
“He knows you were taken by enemy. Kept and hurt by enemy. He knows you escape to Lay-zon. And still he does not come? Does not write? This does not sound like a man who keeps his promises, anchin.”
I freed the dark tubers with a vicious yank. “Maybe he just has more important promises to keep.”
We made the long trek back to camp in silence, Adrian darkening my thoughts and the sapphire ring weighing like a millstone around my neck. I knew there was a perfectly good reason for his absence. He was with his fleet. He had a duty to his people. I couldn’t blame him for putting them above all else. I would have done the same. But knowing it did nothing to ease the bitterness or the doubt.
The trees thinned as we drew near the camp and the forest eventually opened onto a broad clearing dotted with rough-hewn tables and flanked by waist-high walls of chopped wood. A large stone firepit sat at the center, cradling a massive copper pot from the manor’s kitchens. Beyond them all lay the fruit of our three long months of hard work: a collection of large structures in various stages of completion.
Folk bustled about between the half-finished buildings, as usual, but there was a strange urgency in their movements. A frightened hush had replaced the clamor that ordinarily rose from the camp like a heartbeat. Our small party slowed, every one of us sensing the tension in the air.
Something was wrong.
Quintin slipped through the crowd and approached us at a quick pace, his expression grim, the wrap of my sword belt clutched in his hand. Will hurried along behind, leading Valor and Quintin’s dun gelding.
“What’s happened?” I asked.
“Relay,” Quintin said brusquely, handing me my weapons. “Scouts.”
“Where?”
“Southeast. Just past the perimeter.”
Dread twisted in my gut. Persican scouts had been spotted in the forest before, but never close enough to threaten discovery. I buckled my sword belt in a hurry and caught Will’s eye, his features drawn and serious.
“Just like we planned,” I said. “Get them ready and keep them quiet.”
“Aye, m’lady.”
I turned to Emir. “You and three of your best. Meet us at the southern outpost.”
He nodded and exchanged a flurry of Dacian with the men behind him as Quintin and I swung up into the saddle and dug in our heels.
The outpost was little more than a small pit tucked behind a crude blind, dirt and brush piled up against the timbers to disguise it. We arrived to find three men huddled there, exchanging heated whispers.
“-the hell ye mean, ye don’t know?” snarled an older man in cavalry leathers. Beside him, Captain Rowan’s face was creased with a frown.
“Lars had to relay the message,” protested the young man opposite them. His plain clothes and mismatched weapons marked him as one of the Bendton volunteers who had been helping fill in the watches. “Was only me, sir, and I couldn’t very well follow ‘em both!”
“Captain?” I prompted as we dropped from the saddle and strode over. The three men straightened and offered a hasty salute.
“Two scouts,” Rowan said. “Spotted a half-hour past, just east of here. Seems one split off while Lars was raising the alarm. I’ve got two men tracking the other about a mile to the northeast, moving west along the river.”
I cursed under my breath. The river led straight to the camp. “And his comrade?”
“Crossed and headed north, so far as we know.”
We weighed the options until Emir and three of his countrymen emerged from the trees at a brisk jog. I greeted them with a nod and settled on a course of action.
“Rejoin your men and follow the scout along the river,” I told Rowan. “We’ll circle north and track the other. Odds are they mean to reunite at some point.”
We split off into our two parties, Rowan taking the older cavalryman with him and leaving the young volunteer to mind the outpost. Quintin and I headed north on foot with the Dacians close on our heels. Using the directions Rowan had provided, it took only a short time to pick up the missing scout’s trail.
“Here,” Quintin murmured, kneeling on the riverbank and tracing a faint hoofprint in the mud. “This is where he turned north.” He pointed out a trail of close-set prints that vanished into the underbrush. “Moving slow. Shouldn’t take long to find him.”
Over his shoulder, Emir bobbed an absent nod of agreement and the six of us moved off into the forest.
I had no great skill for tracking, merely a basic grasp of the concepts behind it, but Quintin’s years hunting bounties for Crimson Bear had clearly left him more than capable. Even the Dacians seemed happy to follow his lead. As we inched our way through the woods, I couldn’t help but watch him, his eyes bright and jaw set with concentration. Without his leather breastplate, he moved with surprising stealth, having long since stuffed his baldric with cotton to quiet the telltale rattle of his swords.
Step by step, we trailed the wayward scout through the forest until Quintin paused, pointing out something to Emir, who then turned to me and flashed one of the familiar hand signals.
Close.
I nodded and signaled back. Split up. Surround. Follow.
He and the three other tribesmen disappeared into the trees. Quintin and I pressed on in the opposite direction, the Tuvrian’s eyes flitting over the ground and nearby plants, following a trail that even I, with my years of training in observation, could not see. Instead, I scanned the forest, ears straining to pick out anything over the distant rush of the river.
Quintin suddenly stopped short and I nearly stumbled into his back. His head whipped round every which way, brows knit, glancing back at the ground behind us in bewilderment. Then his eyes widened and he went rigid for a brief instant before grabbing me about the waist and hurling us both behind the nearest tree.
My back and head struck hard against the bark, but I smothered the grunt of pain and forced myself to remain still and silent. Every muscle in Quintin’s body was strung tight, pinning me to the trunk, making us as small and inconspicuous as possible.
Over the hiss of the water and the patter of rain, I could just barely pick out the sucking shuffle of hooves on the sodden loam. Droplets pinged on metal. Leather creaked. The scout passed by a mere stone’s throw away on the other side of the tree, muttering to himself as he went. I picked out a few syllables of coarse Ulgran before the sounds faded and he moved off southward back toward the river.
Quintin’s rigid guard eased once the danger had passed, a wave of relief that I felt rather intimately through the rain-soaked fabric of our clothes. Despite the cold, an unexpected heat stirred in me. A flint strike sparked low in my gut. All at once, I became keenly aware of the press of his hips and the hard planes of his chest against mine, nothing but a few thin layers of damp linen between.
As if suddenly realizing that very same thing, Quintin lurched backward off of me but didn’t pull away entirely. Perhaps because he couldn’t. I had a fistful of his tunic twisted in my hand.
I must have grabbed on to him when he’d pushed us behind cover, but that excuse had long since lost all merit. The danger was gone. I had no reason to cling to him. And yet I couldn’t convince my fingers to obey, no matter how loudly my better sense shouted to let go.
Quintin’s expression softened and his hand eased overtop mine, gently coaxing my fingers loose. We didn’t dare speak, but reassurance echoed in his touch and in his eyes, strikingly blue against the dreary gray, conveying without words that there was no need to be afraid, that everything was alright.
Except it wasn’t. Not in the least.
I should have been tailing that scout. Protecting the camp. Instead, I stood there paralyzed, my heart thundering against my ribs, my lips parting to release a shallow, shaky exhale as my eyes flitted to the curve of Quintin’s mouth.
A simple tell, but an unmistakable one.
Understanding dawned across his face, color creeping up into his cheeks. I wilted instantly, terrified and ashamed. He would think less of me. How could he not? I was promised to Adrian. I braced myself for the awkwardness, the inevitable look of reproach, but the expression that settled over his features was not one of scorn, like I surely deserved.
Instead, his pupils flared to black pools. The pulse at his throat quickened. He drifted closer, one arm braced against the tree behind my head, inch by hesitant inch until his breath skipped across my lips and his nose brushed against mine. His callused fingers, warm and rough and right in some inexplicable way, curled tenderly around my own.
Then a pitched shout ripped through the silence from afar. Both our heads snapped toward it, instinct driving between us like a wedge and scattering the haze from my thoughts. We stood there, heads cocked and breath held, listening. After what felt like an age, the panicked cries of men rose in the distance.
We struck out at a run, following the sounds southward, the same direction the scout had gone. As the forest whipped past, Quintin’s heavy steps close on my heels, I cursed myself for the delay. We were far behind. If Emir and the others were in danger because of my foolishness…
The shouts grew louder as we neared the river. Horses shrieked. But by the time we broke through the underbrush and spilled out onto the riverbank, lungs heaving and bare steel in hand, we found only familiar faces waiting there.
Rowan and his cavalrymen clustered beside the water, talking in hurried, hushed tones and gesturing animatedly toward the east. Emir and one of his countrymen stood nearby, looking equally unsettled. The other two Dacians were nowhere to be seen.
“Is everyone alright?” I demanded as I hurried over to them. “What happened? Where are the scouts?”
Rowan’s hawk-like gaze snapped to us, relief flashing briefly across his face before he buried it. “Gone.”
One of the cavalrymen cracked a satisfied grin. “Nearly pissed themselves in their hurry.”
“Which direction?” Quintin growled beside me.
I glanced his way, startled by the gruffness of his tone. He was scanning the trees, his expression guarded and eyes flinty. No hint of the warmth I’d seen there only a handful of minutes before.
“East-south-east,” Rowan said as he pointed through the trees. “Away from the camp, and riding hard.”
Quintin’s frown didn’t waver. “We need to follow them. Make sure they don’t double back.”
“Hasad and Eishur follow now,” Emir assured. “Young and fast, both. This is why I choose them.”
Rowan nodded. “When they reach the perimeter, the outriders will take over and track them the rest of the way.”
 “I don’t understand,” I cut in. “We heard shouting. I’m assuming you didn’t engage-”
“We didn’t.”
“Then why did they run?”
Rowan’s brow creased. “You didn’t see them? They came from the north, same as you.”
“See what?”
The six men around us exchanged uneasy looks before Emir turned to me, his jade eyes bright with wonder.
“Wolves, anchin.”



Chapter 35
Frost crackled beneath our boots as we milled about, expectant gazes fixed on the four men perched atop the final lodge’s steep roof. After months of hard labor, more than half the camp had gathered to witness the occasion, the master thatcher and his three assistants securing the final ridge of woven grasses into place.
The morning had dawned bright and clear, but with the undeniable bite of winter. Above us, a canopy that once flaunted a garish bounty of fiery oranges and reds had now thinned to a sparse, browning handful. The first dusting of snow had fallen a week past. I hugged my cloak about myself and watched as one of the men twisted on his perch atop the roof, scanning the faces below until he spotted me.
“Sure ye don’t want te do the honors, m’lady?” he called, waving a thin strip of springy greenwood in the air.
“Only if you want it to leak, Master Graff.”
Scattered laughter rippled around me. The old man chuckled and turned back to finish his work. When the pronouncement rang out moments later, cheers erupted and excited chatter arose regarding the feast Amita had planned to celebrate the completion of the camp. I felt something loosen in my chest, a portion of my constant worry finally easing a measure.
Through the jubilant crowd, I spotted Quintin making his way toward me, tousled strands of wheat hair catching the sun and wood shavings dusting his forearms. He looked even more woefully underdressed than normal in the chill morning air, with his sleeves rolled up and the front of his tunic torn open from ribs to navel.
“The hells happened to you?” I asked when he fetched up before me.
Quintin frowned down at his ruined shirt. “Got snagged on some cedar.” He glanced over at the four thatchers climbing down off the nearby roof. “Finished?”
“Finished. I take it you lot got the last of that stand cleared away.”
“Chopped and stacked with the rest.”
“Where’s Will?”
“He went to fetch Amita. Relay came in from the patrols. Convoy’s almost-”
A rise of cheers in the distance cut him short and the flow of the crowd turned decidedly westward.
“That was fast,” I said. Excitement fluttered in my belly. I was eager for the news Colin always brought along with the wagonloads of supplies. Maybe there would even be word from Tommy, this time.
“Would you mind?” Quintin asked, gesturing to the waterskin on my shoulder. I passed it to him and he downed a good third of it before pausing for a breath, eyeing my bow and quiver.
“You look like you’re heading out,” he said.
“I told Rowan I’d ride patrol with him today.”
He nodded absently and lifted the bota for another drink but froze halfway, his eyes fixed on something behind me. A wry, honeyed voice cut the air.
“The hazards of service seem to be getting the better of you, Tuvrian.”
I spun to find a familiar figure standing a few paces away, her petite frame wrapped in a fine linen tunic, kidskin breeches, and black riding boots that buttoned from ankle to knee. Brows arched over laughing mahogany eyes that were trained on the tear in Quintin’s shirt – and the rather distracting swath of his abdomen it left exposed.
“Trina,” I blurted. “What are you doing here?”
The Queen’s handmaiden flashed me an innocent smile. “Bringing you news, of course. Her Majesty sends her regards to the industrious
Lady of Lazerin.”
The way her eyes flicked briefly back to Quintin made it clear that whatever message Selice had tasked her to deliver, it was meant for my ears alone. He might not have been trained like we were, but Quintin was observant enough to catch the hint.
“I’ll deal with the convoy,” he said, pressing the waterskin back into my hands and flashing me a brief half-smile. “See you at supper.”
Nothing had changed between us in the weeks since the scouts and the rain. No awkwardness. No tension. And if there seemed to be an extra weight to our every exchange, I was convinced it was in my mind alone. For him, it seemed as though that moment in the trees had never happened. I ignored the juvenile pang of disappointment and told myself to be grateful. Distractions led to mistakes. I could afford to make none out here.
Still, my gaze lingered on his retreating form a moment longer than it should have, and when I finally dragged my attention back to Trina, she was watching me with a knowing gleam in her eyes. I tightened my guard and brushed past her.
“This way.”
Chickens, emboldened by the temporary absence of most of the settlement’s human residents, strutted across the empty paths between buildings as Trina and I made a slow circuit through the camp.
“You seem to be managing well enough,” she observed, waving a hand at the hewn walls of the lodges towering over us. Short stone chimneys puffed their last feeble dregs of smoke into the brisk morning air. “Tommy will be glad to hear it. He asked after you in his last dispatch.”
“How is he?”
“Keeping his head down. Knows his business, that smuggler of yours. Managed to skim six months’ worth of rations off the shipments through Kingston and redirect them to Caelin without Solomon any the wiser.”
“Solomon? What about the Emperor?”
“Oh, he’s there,” she replied, and her mouth twisted like she’d just tasted something vile. “Him and his vicious bitch of a wife. But it’s Solomon who manages the day-to-day. While the God-King and his bride are busy holding their charade of a Court, the priest wages their war for them.” Her gaze shifted my way. “And exacts retribution on their behalf.”
I paled. “Daria?”
“The Emperor didn’t take too kindly to the delay of his troops.”
“Gods…How bad?”
Trina tongued her teeth a moment, her lovely features darkening. “A handful of towns along the King’s Road reduced to ash. Anyone rumored to have aided the rebels went to the pyre. Whatever fight Daria meant to put up, they won’t dare risk it anymore.”
I couldn’t blame them. With Persica still in control of the Bay of Brothers, that reprisal could easily be repeated tenfold in a matter of weeks. Did Adrian know what had happened to his people?
“What about the southern fleet?” I asked. “Any word?”
“In that, at least, I can offer some good news,” she said. “Tommy’s birds spotted your Sea Wolf and his captains at the home of Lord Daekrix himself, with the merchant fleet undergoing repairs at harbor nearby.”
“He’s in Dax?”
Trina nodded. “At the Shipyards. No safer place west of the Septim. Rumor has it they mean to overwinter there.”
Lord Daekrix’s seat of power lay directly adjacent to a vast sprawl of dry docks and a bustling harbor known only as the Shipyards, all protected by high walls, a narrow bay, and a system of massive sea chains. As a Lesser House of Van Dryn, House Daekrix would guard Adrian and his men like their own kin.
I had wept, once, to hear such news, reduced to a sobbing heap behind the closed doors of my bedroom by the simple knowledge that he was safe. The relief that rippled through me now was anemic in comparison.
Gods, am I really so heartless?
“Even better news in the west,” Trina went on. “The northern Hydraxian army has been defeated, and the Cambrians and Arradonians are making good progress in the south. Empress Hasha’s dogs are all but done in.”
A trio of chickens scattered with indignant squawks as we rounded the last lodge and started across the clearing near the main cook fire.
“And the Queen’s army?” I asked, shoving aside my guilt. “What news from her other allies?”
She hesitated. “It’s been…slow. Our defeat on the Septim didn’t exactly bolster confidence in her judgement. The Houses that have remained loyal seem inclined to play a longer game. Lots of hedging and half-promises.”
“We don’t have time for a long game. Persica’s grip only tightens with every month they go unchecked.”
“We’re working on it,” Trina assured. “That’s part of why I’m here.”
She shuffled to a halt beside the mountain of firewood near the edge of camp and turned to face me in full.
“I’m on my way to the White City,” she said plainly. “The Nightingale has gone silent.”
No amount of willpower could keep the blood from draining from my face. That name – one I had no excuse to know – hung in the air between us, the implications of its casual utterance washing over me. Apparently, my months of eavesdropping from the crawlspace above the salon hadn’t gone as unnoticed as I’d thought.
Trina’s lips curved at my surprise. “If you think a bit of cracked plaster can keep you from a lark’s notice, you’re sorely mistaken.”
So much for discretion.
Since there was no point in dissembling, I drew a thoughtful breath and let it out slowly. “When did you last hear from her?”
“Two months past. She sent us some logistical details regarding the Origin’s campaign in Daria. We haven’t heard from her since.”
“Dead?” 
“I doubt it,” she replied. “She’s too careful for that.”
“Then why risk tracking her down? If she is alive and chose to cut ties, that means she’s turned on us.”
“Not necessarily. The Nightingale’s loyalty is to the Aviary, first and always. Its survival matters more to her than anything else.”
“Which means what, exactly?”
“It means she may have simply decided our correspondence was too much of a risk. Or she may have packed up and fled Litheria entirely. Whatever the reason behind her silence, we need her resources if we ever want to retake the city.”
“Or convince the Queen’s less-compliant allies to commit,” I realized aloud.
“It would help put a few…unsteady convictions at ease.”
“So you’re going to the Aviary to find out.”
Trina bobbed a solemn nod.
“And if she has turned?” I pressed. “If she’s decided Persica is the safer bet?”
Her reply was mirthless and matter-of-fact. “Then I’ll do my best to kill her before she kills me.”
I stared at her, stricken, as Trina perched on a short stack of split wood and gestured loosely for me to join her.
“That’s the other part of why I’m here,” she added once I’d settled onto the logs nearby. “You might not be a lark, but the Queen has asked that I share my connections with you, in the event that my trip to Litheria ends poorly.”
“She trusts me?” I balked.
A rueful smirk twisted Trina’s full lips. “She trusts that your motives align with hers.”
Then she leaned forward, propping her elbows on her knees, and fixed me with a penetrating stare.
“Now,” she said, “let’s see how good you are, crow.”



Chapter 36
Amita and the other women put on a veritable feast that evening, with roast venison and rosemary potatoes. She even delved into our precious stores of butter to make loaves of soft, sweet bread. Trina was long gone by then, determined to press on with all due haste for our queen, but Colin and his men had opted to stay for the celebration and depart for Caelin in the morning.
After a gratuitous supper, the benches and chairs were cleared away and two of the three casks we’d brought from the manor were breached to raucous applause. Music and laughter soon followed, Alesians and Dacians alike joined in an endless cacophony of clapping hands and stomping feet.
I helped Amita tidy up and distribute the majority of the wine before retreating to the edge of the clearing with a wineskin of my own. Clusters of folk sat in contented conversation there, perched atop the tree trunks that ringed the perimeter like an arc of massive bones. I found Quintin lounging against one, watching the festivities from afar, his baldric propped up nearby.
“I suppose it’s too much to ask that a Tuvrian know how to dance,” I mused, giving his boot a light kick.
He flashed me a crooked half-smile. “Not exactly something they teach in the legions.”
“I could remedy that.”
For a moment, he looked like he might take me up on it, but then his gaze darted away. “Another time.”
I smothered a flicker of disappointment and sank to the dirt beside him to join his vigil.
We sat in amicable silence for a while, watching the revelry while the chill of the night slowly sapped the heat from my bones. I was taking a swig of wine to combat the cold when two young men emerged from the throng and approached us with hesitant steps. I recognized them both from the months of training at the manor – training which Quintin had continued a few days per week while I was preoccupied with the camp.
“Pardon, m’lady,” one mumbled as they fetched up before us. They both dipped a cursory bow my way before turning their attention to Quintin.
“We were just wondering,” said the other, “if there’d be a lesson in the morning, considering.” He lifted the flask in his hand. “Don’t want to overindulge, if-”
“No,” Quintin said, an amused glint in his eye. “No training tomorrow. Go enjoy yourselves.”
Their faces brightened and they blurted a hasty thanks before disappearing back into the crowd.
“You’ve gone soft,” I teased, handing Quintin my wineskin. “I remember you being all too happy to give me a thrashing, the morning after a night out.”
He just smirked and raised the bota to his lips without reply, the distant flames casting his hewn features in flickering amber.
“You’re good with them, you know. Good at this.” I stretched out my legs and grinned. “Maybe you should’ve been the high lord and I, the guard.”
“I don’t think that would be much of an improvement,” he said. “I’m far more stubborn and far less adept at making friends.”
“Half the country wants to see me hanged.”
“And you still managed to get two hundred strangers from every corner of the western world to follow you here. To live and work together toward a common goal.”
I paused. “Yusuf still hates me.”
“Yusuf hates everyone.”
Across the clearing, the man in question sat near a handful of other Dacians, scowling over the cup in his hand. Thankfully, no one else seemed to be afflicted by his ill humor. Emir was balancing two of his young nieces on the tops of his feet, shuffling a careful, stilted dance while Itsu laughed and clapped in time with the music. A handful of off-duty cavalry were well into some drinking game involving a boot and a handful of coins. Men and women, old and young, took to the humble dirt to spin along with a threadbare reel provided by a single fiddler and a lad drumming on one of the empty casks.
“Aubrey would have loved this,” I said quietly.
For a long moment, Quintin remained silent, thumbing the cork of the wineskin in his hand.
“I was worried, you know,” he murmured at length. “Worried he’d taken you with him.”
Startled, I glanced over to find him staring out at the crowd, his expression drawn and somber. Piece by piece, he battled the words loose.
“I know how hard it was for you,” he said, “after the fire. After the citadel. How much you struggled to find your way back. But you did. That day we spent in Bendton, you were-” He faltered and started again, brows knit. “I was so thankful that you’d finally found a way to pick up what was left and move forward. But after Aubrey…”
Quintin gave his head a small shake.
“I wasn’t sure you’d make it back a second time.” He finally turned to face me, his voice rough and eyes lit with wonder. “Yet here you are, cutting down trees and riding patrols. Drinking and dancing like nothing can touch you.”
The way he was looking at me sparked something dangerous in my chest. I tamped it back down and forced a smirk to my lips.
“I’m not dancing.”
One corner of his mouth tugged upward. “Not yet, but you will.”
“Just not with you.”
I’d meant it to sound like a jest, but the words came out unsteady and I knew by the way his face shuttered that he was thinking – just as I was – about that moment in the rain. A moment it seemed he was desperate to forget.
“No,” he said, looking away. “Not with me.”
The tense silence, thankfully, didn’t last long. Will soon stumbled over, red-faced and beaming.
“Come on, miss!” he gasped, thrusting out one hand and nearly toppling onto me in the process. “Ain’t none of these girls knows how to spin a reel properly!”
I glanced Quintin’s way without meaning to. His guard was back up, blank features fixed on the fire. Will kicked a bit of dust at him.
“That is, unless you plan on gettin’ off yer ass anytime tonight,” he drawled. “Put all that fancy footwork to use.”
Quintin shot him a warning glare.
Will shrugged, immune. “Your loss,” he said, and pulled me to my feet.
With the help of Will and a belly full of wine, I spent the better part of an hour letting the music untangle some of the knots in my chest, not only over Quintin but also the worries and fears that had been renewed by Trina’s visit. There were so many things beyond my control: the siege, the war, the Nightingale. But here, this tiny piece, this absurd, impossible plan…well.
We were still alive. That had to count for something.
As the night waned, I retreated from Will’s tireless attentions and started back toward Quintin, still seated at his same post at the perimeter. But just as I made my way clear of the crowd, three Alesian women flitted over to him. Young. Pretty. Unwed, judging by the way they jostled each other all the way to his side. I slowed, considering, and then headed for the woodpile instead, where I’d left my cloak and sword belt at the beginning of the night.
From there, I watched as Quintin listened politely, shaking his head when the boldest of the three women grasped his forearm and gave a tug, her cheeks rosy beneath long lashes. The other two soon joined in her efforts, pulling at his hand with their slender, soft fingers. Their breathy laughter carried through the air.
I dragged a smile across my lips. Willed myself to mean it. Better to be glad for a friend than bitter about the impossible notions that haunted the back of my thoughts.
But that didn’t mean I had to stay and watch.
I buckled my sword belt into place and slipped away into the forest.
The last leaves had fallen weeks ago, crunching in the frost under my boots as I threw my wolf skin cloak around my shoulders. As always, the black wool weighed far heavier on me than the mere heft of fabric, the brush of white fur on my neck a constant reminder of the bitter lesson I’d learned in earning it.
To lead is to make choices. To sacrifice your easy conscience for the sake of those who depend on you.
Its emerald twin may have burned in Litheria, along with the rest of my life, but my father’s gift and my mother’s words to me the night of my first hunt remained, anchoring me to my purpose. I tugged the thick wool tight around me and pressed on through the trees.
A generous moon splashed through the barren canopy overhead, lighting my way to the river’s edge. The sounds of the celebration faded long before I reached the bank, leaving me with nothing but the low rush of water and the creak of dormant trees for company. I breathed deep the frigid night air and let the sharp, wild scents of the forest soothe the lingering tightness in my chest.
For a long while, I stood on the shore and listened to the river gurgle past my feet, my thoughts slowly untangling in the quiet. Duty and want, guilt and purpose, writhed in a miserable knot inside my head. I thumbed the Lazerin sigil on the pommel of my dagger and stared into the dark on the opposite bank.
The shadows there flickered with movement.
Fear sliced through me, silencing my muddled thoughts in an instant. Had Persica’s scouts managed to slip past our patrols? No, the silhouettes darting between the far-off trees were to quick, too low, to be human. It didn’t take me long to recognize their shape.
Wolves.
I watched them lope past through the night-shrouded forest, counting the flashes of their mirrored eyes. I’d never seen so many. Dozens. Far more than any ordinary pack. They moved with seemingly single-minded purpose, coats of every color disappearing into the blackness beyond.
Then one paused between the trees and my breath caught in my throat.
She towered over the others, easily the size of a horse. Her fur was the color of Selice’s hair, a gold so pale that it looked almost silver. Ancient eyes blazed like pools of molten sunlight, meeting mine across that vast distance and pinning me in place.
Just as with the Fey Beast in the Kingswood, an impossible stillness seemed to fall over the world. Trees ceased their whispering. The sound of the river dwindled to silence. But where the stag’s gaze had filled me with foreboding, the wolf’s instilled in me a profound sense of refuge. Of solace and strength. A message written not in words, but in the swelling current of my heart.
It will be okay.
With a gust of frigid wind, the stillness broke. Dark shapes brushed past her like fleeting eclipses over the moon. The Old One bled back into the shadows with her kin and in a blink, the pack was gone.
An exhale shuddered from my lungs in a cloud of steam.
The snap of a twig somewhere to my left sent my hand flying to the hilt of my sword.
“Peace, daughter mine.”
A cloaked figure stepped into a shaft of moonlight and pulled back a threadbare hood. His hair had gone almost entirely gray and the wrinkles on his face had deepened in our years apart, but everything else, from the vines at his wrists to the pale green of his robes, was just as I remembered.
“Izikiel?” I breathed, dropping my half-drawn blade back into its scabbard.
The priest’s kind eyes crinkled in a smile. “Hello, young Lazerin.”
With an incredulous laugh, I rushed over and wrapped him in a fierce embrace, the scent of pine and herbs pulling me back to the days of my Bronnadh. He held me tight and patted my head as though I were still the same little girl he had met on the fields outside my family’s estate so many years ago.
“I told you our paths would cross again.” Izikiel held me at arm’s length and gave me a thorough appraisal. “Though I didn’t expect to find you standing out here in the night all alone. You should take more care, daughter. Even Lazerin’s forest has its dangers.”
I glanced toward the opposite bank, but the wolves were long gone. “Did you see-”
“I am old,” he said wryly, “not blind.”
His unruffled demeanor took me aback. “You’ve seen the Fey Beast before?”
“She has guarded these woods for centuries.” When I gaped at him, he chuckled. “Did you think it was merely luck that kept Persica’s scouts at bay all this time?” 
“But…we spent months walking these woods together. You never said anything.”
“If you had chosen Adulil’s path, I would have brought you to her. Outside of the priesthood, only the royal family knows she and her kind still exist.”
“Why?”
“The Old Ones are too few, now. They are safer left to legend.”
I turned my gaze back across the river, staring into the dark between the trees.
“What are they?” I asked.
“They were the first of the Mother’s children. Before Adulil. Before the Seven. They are the keepers of the old world, relics of an age long passed.”
“Why are they still here? Why protect us?”
A small smile dimpled his cheeks. “You ask why the older sibling defends the younger. It is in her nature.”
Until the royal hunt two years ago, like everyone else, I had considered the Old Ones to be nothing more than a fanciful tale for children, a footnote in our people’s thousand-year history. I couldn’t help but wonder if their ability to imprint emotions worked the other way around, as well. Could the she-wolf read my unsteady mind? My disloyal heart? Could she see all the selfish mistakes I’d made that had led to so much death and ruin?
Izikiel caught my chin with a gnarled knuckle and turned me to face him. Worry creased his weathered brow.
“You look troubled, daughter mine,” he said gently.
My throat tightened. “I have much on my mind.”
“I imagine so.” He glanced briefly in the direction of the camp, his forest eyes dimming with quiet sorrow. “Heavy is the mantle of High Lady, even under the best of circumstances.”
His sympathy struck me like an arrow to the chest. “I could use your guidance.”
“It is always yours, child. You-”
“Elivya!”
Quintin’s voice echoed from a distance, sharp with concern. I swallowed the lump in my throat and called back through the dark. He bounded over a moment later, boots skidding in the loose leaves underfoot, bare steel in hand.
“Seven hells, woman! How many times do I have to-”
He stopped short at the sight of Izikiel, the tension in his face shifting to a wary curiosity as he noted the priest’s flowing robes and walking stick.
“At least once more, no doubt,” Izikiel mused.
Quintin sheathed his sword and shuffled the last few steps to my side.
“This is Quintin,” I said. “My second.”
The old man’s brows arched. “A son of the north?”
“A son of Lazerin.”
Quintin shot me a startled glance, which I returned with a wry twist of a smile. I’d meant what I’d said, that night in the armory.
Izikiel gave him a shrewd once-over. “Lazerin now, perhaps, but I know a Tuvrian when I see one. You’re a long way from home, young man.”
“I served Lord Damien in Litheria,” Quintin replied.
“And now you serve his daughter.”
“…Yes.”
Before I could argue that particular detail, the priest’s eyes shifted back my way, dark with warning. “The season turns, dear one. Winter is upon you.”
The weight of it settled in my chest. “I know.”
“I expect we have much to discuss.”
“I’d be grateful for your council.”
His smile returned, if a bit softer and sadder than before. For a moment, I expected him to say something profound and comforting, but then he simply drew himself up and hefted his walking stick with aplomb.
“In that case,” he said, brushing past us, “I believe I’ll go see Amita about a cup of wine.”
He vanished into the shadows between the trees, his voice trailing off into the dark.
“Is that music?” he asked no one in particular, and immediately began humming – hopelessly out of tune – along with it.



Chapter 37
WINTER
Amita and I were standing outside the storehouse when the hunting party returned empty-handed yet again. Across the clearing, Emir offered me a small shake of his head from the front of their somber column, the day’s light already fading behind their backs.
Five weeks. That’s all it had taken. Five weeks of bad luck to see us starve.
“What do you want to do, my lady?” Amita murmured.
I swallowed a curse and wondered for the hundredth time when the damned snows would finally break. They’d already delayed our supply convoy by nearly a month. As if taunting me for the very thought of a reprieve, a light dusting began drifting down from above, settling on the shoulders of my wolf skin cloak.
“Half the rations again,” I finally replied, glaring at the waist-deep drifts. “Still two meals a day, if we can manage it.”
Amita clutched a thick wool shawl about her shoulders and nodded grimly.
“How much is left?” I asked.
“Three wraps of salted pork. Two-and-a-half sacks of oats.” Her head bobbed toward the large pot boiling at the center of the clearing, surrounded by a sea of sallow faces. “The bones from yesterday’s beef are on for broth tonight, with the last of the potatoes.”
I glanced back at the cluster of crestfallen gezgin men filtering back into the camp. They surely weren’t to blame for the weeks of fruitless outings – there was little game left to be had – but I knew they felt responsible all the same.
“I’ll speak to Itsu,” I said. “See if we can trade for another one of their oxen.”
“Not sure there are any left, miss. We may have to consider the horses.”
My stomach gave a foul twist and I set my jaw against it. “I’ll speak with her,” I repeated, and set off toward the circle of colorful, empty wagons in the distance.
The gezgin cookfire had stood unlit for weeks. Dwindling food supplies meant we all ate the same simple stew, which grew more and more watered with each passing day. Amita had done what she could to make the fare more appealing, using up the last of our spices, but there’s only so much one can do to dress up broth with a few scraps of dried meat.
I found Itsu perched on a thick stump, wrapped in a cocoon of blankets. Around her, children pawed at the snow in a muted pantomime of the youthful frenzy I’d once taken for granted.
“Khogshin,” I greeted, touching a knuckle to my brow. Her eyes glinted in acknowledgement and I settled onto the stump beside her. The eldest of the children, a girl of eight or nine years, eyed me sidelong, the doubts of her parents mirrored in her young face.
“Not much left, is there,” Itsu muttered.
“Another week, maybe. If we stretch.”
“I’d offer Emir, but there’s not much meat on him.”
The wry jest dragged a small smile from me, but it faded quickly. I tore my eyes from the girl and turned to Itsu. As though she could read the question on my face, she gave her head a small shake.
“We’ve no more oxen to trade.”
“I have a number of sturdy-”
“You aren’t listening. Your house-woman bought the last one three days ago.”
I raked a gloved hand through my hair. A frustrated sigh hissed out my nostrils. Itsu’s gentle hand settled on my knee, drawing my disheartened gaze back to hers.
“You’ve done all you can, girl. Send them away.”
“It’s too late. They’ll never make it to Caelin.” Shaking my head with telling vigor, I fought to keep the despair out of my voice. “We’ll eat the horses, if it comes to that.”
“You butcher a sow or a heifer without a second thought,” she scoffed, “yet you hesitate when it comes to your horses?”
“It’s different.”
Her rigid silence told me she expected an explanation. In the near distance, horses milled about within their pen, shaggy winter coats slowly gathering a dusting of white. Valor flicked his ears at the icy flakes, watching me with those big, dark eyes.
They, too, would starve before long.
“They’re…sacred to my family,” I said at length. Not exactly the right word, but I knew no better way to describe it to her. “Their bloodlines run parallel to those of my House, all the way back to the days of Adulil. We raise them to work alongside us, to carry us into battle, to bear our burdens. It’s a betrayal of that bond, to slaughter them like feedstock. They trust us.”
“So did we.”
Itsu’s sharp retort pulled my gaze back to hers, flushing me with shame. “I didn’t mean-”
“I know, girl.” Her jade eyes glittered in the deepening dusk. “But you brought them here. You swore you would do whatever it took to see them through the winter.”
“I will.”
The look on her face told me she wasn’t entirely convinced but before I could press my case, Will scrambled up behind us, his boots crunching in the hard-pack. His chest heaved like he had been running, though he was making a point to try and hide it.
“Come quick, my lady,” he said.
The fear in his voice brought me abruptly to my feet. My head swam at the sudden movement and I wavered, black spots dancing at the edges of my vision. When they cleared, I caught Itsu’s guarded gaze one last time.
“I will,” I repeated firmly, and then turned and followed my young armsman off through the snow.
Will’s long legs ate up the distance between the
cookfire and the lodges where both the Dacians and Alesians now slept. The winters of Laezon proved too brutal for the gezgin’s wagons and despite their strict customs, Emir’s people had surrendered to necessity in the end. Sleeping side-by-side with strangers had been a difficult adjustment for many, Alesians included, but not for me. Will, Quintin and I had picked out a patch of floor near the back of one of the lodges, set out our bedrolls in a neat row, and never given any of it a second thought.
“What’s happened?” I asked as we trudged toward the farthest of the long buildings, which the cavalry and some of the Bendton volunteers had claimed for their own.
Will’s face was grim. “It’s the Captain, miss. We were on patrol and he fell straight off his horse.”
“Rowan?” I balked. “Thrown?”
His worried gaze skipped over the handful of folks in easy earshot and then settled meaningfully back on me. “Not thrown,” he said, “just…fell.”
We crowded through the door as quickly as possible to keep in the heat. Coals sputtered in the simple stone hearth, a pitiful stack of firewood nearby. Even that was running low, now, our mountains of cut logs reduced to a carefully-rationed pile by long weeks of unusually bitter cold.
Will snatched a lantern from the hook beside the door and led the way toward the back of the mostly-vacant building. There, a few soldiers huddled around a bedroll.
“Move aside,” he called. As they cleared a space for us and I saw beyond their cavalry leathers and worried eyes, I understood the reason for Will’s discretion – and his fear.
Heavy-lidded and flushed, Captain Rowan lay barely conscious atop a pile of wool blankets. His chest heaved with labored breaths, sweat beading on his face. Still, he stirred when I knelt down beside him, lifting one fist to his chest.
“Lady-”
“Be still.” I set a hand against his brow. His skin burned beneath my fingers.
“We’ve kept it quiet,” Will said behind my shoulder. “Just the three of us who brought him and the two lads at the outpost. The last few weeks haven’t been easy. I didn’t want to start a panic.”
I nodded absently, my mind reeling, struggling to keep my own panic at bay. Sickness could destroy us just as easily as starvation, and having one follow so closely on the heels of the other…
Focus.
“Fetch Izikiel,” I commanded. One of the men jumped up and hurried out the door. I glanced at Will. “Are there others?”
He shook his head. “Not that I’ve seen, miss, but I haven’t had time to look.”
I jutted my chin toward the door, eyeing both him and the other remaining soldier. “Go. Both of you. Sweep the camp for anyone else showing symptoms. Find Emir to help with the gezgin.”
“And if there are others?”
“Bring them here. Be discreet.” I caught Will’s arm as they both began to rise. “Who is Rowan’s second?”
“Finn,” he said. “He’s out with the first watch tonight.”
“When you’ve finished your search, track him down and tell him what’s happened. He’ll need to manage the patrols for a while.”
With a quick nod, he dashed off into the night.
I had several long minutes alone with my thoughts before the door creaked and Izikiel slipped into the lodge. He knelt beside me without a word, his weathered hands feeling at Rowan’s face while his own gradually creased with concern. When he gently squeezed along the bones of Rowan’s arm, the Captain moaned through his delirium and promptly began shivering.
“Ague,” Izikiel murmured gravely. “It will spread.”
“Deadly?”
“Usually only a risk for elders and younglings, but no one has eaten a decent meal in weeks. We’re all as frail as children.”
Rowan’s shaking crested into full-on tremors. Izikiel snatched a pile of wool blankets from a nearby bedroll and drew them over him, tucking them tightly about his body. I watched in rigid silence, fighting to smother my fear.
“What do we need?” I asked, my voice hard and my eyes fixed on Rowan.
“Compresses,” said Izikiel. “Every blanket that can be spared. Water…tea, if we have any.”
“What else?”
“…We barely have food, child. I don’t think-”
“What else?”
I could feel his gaze on me, knew without looking that it was filled with empathy and pity and understanding. I didn’t dare glance his way, lest the sight of it shatter my resolve.
“Turmeric and ginger,” he said gently. “Marrow broth. A bit of valerian to help them sleep. Beyond that, I fear it is up to the gods.”
Amita was doling out meager bowls of stew when I returned to the main cookfire a short while later, its modest light like a beacon in the dark. Two hundred gaunt faces huddled on benches and stumps around it. A low din of discontent rose in my wake as I wove my way through their midst, a sea of hollow eyes tracking me, dark with doubt and resentment.
I tried my best not to flinch.
When I fetched up beside her at the cookpot, Amita flashed me a tired smile and jerked her head toward a nearby bench. I sat obediently and pulled my cloak tight. In the distance, Quintin emerged from the shadows at the edge of the camp, the hilts over his shoulders catching the firelight. I watched him make his way through the crowd, pausing here and there to exchange low words with anyone who reached out to him – of which there were many. The doubt and resentment their eyes held for me softened in his presence, and I envied him a bit for it.
Then again, he hadn’t been the one to bring them all here in the first place, to starve and freeze and die from some gods-be-damned ague.
“Here,” came Amita’s stern tone as she shoved a bowl of thin soup at me. When I glanced around, she shifted irritably and pressed the offering into my hands. “Everyone else has theirs.”
The smell made my stomach rumble with weeks of aching hunger. Though an irrational guilt still gnawed at me, I spooned a few mouthfuls into myself, holding each one on my tongue to make the taste last.
Amita handed a similar ration to Quintin when he approached. With a murmur of thanks, he settled onto the bench beside me and took a long draught of broth. When he finally spoke, he kept his voice low.
“I talked to Will.”
I nodded absently, staring at a family of five huddled nearby, wrapped in filthy blankets and cradling their meager suppers with painful reverence.
“You have a plan?” he asked.
“I’m working on it.” I watched the mother scrape her own scarce bits of potato into her children’s bowls. My own sat forgotten in my lap.
“…You need to eat, Liv.”
“I eat.”
Then a movement in the deep dark beyond the cookfire caught my attention, a large shape sliding purposefully through the shadows of the camp. I set my bowl aside and stood.
“Stay here,” I murmured, and left Quintin and the ring of firelight behind.
He was easy enough to trail. I had years of my mother’s training and my eyes had become well-adjusted to the dark of the forest. The pack on his shoulders made his intentions fairly clear, but I followed at a distance until I was sure.
“Yusuf,” I called out from several paces behind.
He froze with his hand on the paddock gate, those sapphire eyes finding mine. For a long moment, we just stood there in the snow, two unyielding people from two very different worlds.
“Iftal net il shan krebivda,” I said.
You know I can’t let you leave.
Pride and anger flashed across his dark face. “You have no say over me, woman,” he growled in his mother-tongue, the lilting Dacian syllables twisted with contempt.
I settled my fingers around the hilt of the dagger at my hip. “I can’t let you go.”
“You going to gut me, Alesian?” he sneered. “I’d rather that than starve to death.”
“The convoy is coming. A few more days.”
“I’ll not wait around on any more of your promises.” He turned away, slipping the latch and swinging the gate wide. “Itsu was a fool to trust you. They’re all fools.”
“No one made you come here,” I bit back, starting toward him through the snow. “I gave you a choice. I told you from the beginning, if you come with us, you stay.”
“I’m heading north,” he dismissed as he snatched a bridle from the wall. “The Persicans won’t find me.”
“I can’t take that chance.”
A derisive snort slipped from him and he shook his head, securing the bridle on a nearby gelding – one of the cavalry’s mounts. My heart hammered in my chest as I closed on him from behind.
“You know where we are. You saw the Queen.”
“I saw the captain. Even if the supplies come, you cannot out-hunt sickness, anchin.” He drawled the nickname like a taunt.
“I’m doing the best I can,” I snapped.
His hands stilled and he rotated toward me slowly, brows arched in a withering mix of disbelief and scorn.
“Your best? You are a woman – a child playing at a grown man’s game. You think a few buildings and some wine makes you dargha? You know nothing of keeping a tribe alive.”
“And you do?” I snarled. “Remind me, Yusuf, how many are left of the tribe of Batu?”
A cruel, vile barb, but I was too tired and too desperate to be anything but my worst self. Yusuf’s face blanched, and then slowly twisted with quiet rage.
“You’ll all be dead before long,” he said, leaning close, “and then it won’t matter what I say or don’t say to the Persicans.”
I snatched his shoulder as he began to turn away. With a sudden twist, he made to both strike me and rip free from my grip, but I ducked out of instinct and grabbed at his pack, hurling him backward out of the pen. He nearly toppled, encumbered by the weight of the gear on his back.
“Don’t, Yusuf,” I warned as he straightened and started toward me once more.
“Move aside, sahdarem.”
“No.”
He swung at me again, but I was ready for him this time and sent him sprawling on his backside with a quick foot placement and a sharp elbow to the throat. Yusuf clutched his neck and gasped for breath, somehow making even his coughs sound hateful.
I couldn’t risk him leading the enemy to Selice – or to us, for that matter – but no thrashing would convince him to stay. What clout our months of survival had earned me fell utterly short in the face of starvation and sickness. I could see as much in Yusuf’s livid face. I could hear it in the weeks of discontented murmurs. I could feel it in their hollow stares. One such plight, I could muddle through with a charade of confidence and keep the fragile pieces of our community together.
But not two. Two would break us.
And only one was within my power to solve.
Whatever it takes.
Cold steel hissed on leather as I drew my dagger from its sheath and watched a flicker of fear surface in Yusuf’s eyes. That knife wasn’t for him, though. Turning on my heel, I made for the paddock, grasping the reins of the gelding he’d begun to tack and leading the beast out into the snow. He followed without hesitation.
Sweet boy. Trusting boy.
We halted barely a step away from where Yusuf lay wheezing on the ground. I glared down into those fear-pricked eyes, silently hating every breath I took, every beat of my own heart. My fingers tightened on the hilt in my hand, my breath thickening the frigid air with bursts of gray steam. The night hung still and black around us. 
Gods, that awful silence.
Then I turned from Yusuf and lifted my blade.
Steel flashed.
The beast screamed.
Shied hard.
Stumbled.
Fell.
Yusuf scrambled backward as I followed the gelding to the ground, blood pouring from the vulnerable crease of his neck. He lurched where he lay, frightened, trying to rise, but I coaxed him back down with some feeble words of comfort. That massive chest heaved in panicked gasps until, at agonizing length, it finally stilled and the gelding’s dark, trusting eyes dimmed.
Something inside me cracked, something final and fragile, one last spark of light extinguished.
I staggered to my feet, the effort dizzying. When the spots cleared from my vision, I crunched over to where Yusuf lay, a look of horror on his blood-spattered face. I stood over him, my gloves soaked through, the blade heavy in my hand.
“Bid kham amidar,” I told him, “esv kham ukra.”
We live together, or we die together.
Without waiting for a reply, I shuffled past and left him there in the snow.
A small crowd had gathered at a cautious distance, drawn by the raised voices. Emir stood at the fore, his expression stricken. I paused beside him, staring past the timid cluster of onlookers into the blessed solitude beyond.
“Feed them,” I grated out.
He nodded slowly, his wide eyes fixed on the gruesome scene at my back, an ocean of red soaking the white forest floor.
The numbness, the iron armor that had carried me through this day, this week, this entire awful fucking winter, fractured and crumbled away. I pushed my way through the crowd before they could see the broken creature beneath.
There was nothing left, now. Nothing Lazerin left in me. I had betrayed the last tiny piece of what my ancestors had gifted me, the bond my family had stewarded for a thousand years.
Light-headed and aching, I stumbled off into the dark alone, leaving a void of silence in my wake.



Chapter 38
QUINTIN
I can count on one hand the number of times I have genuinely wanted to kill a man. When Yusuf started toward her, spitting Dacian and curling his fists, my palms itched to draw, to carve his chest open before he could lay a hand on her. I did neither, knowing that my interference would only further undermine her authority.
This fight, she had to face on her own.
If there was a solution to the camp’s fading confidence, I had no doubt she’d find it. I saw her searching, weighing the possibilities as she had a hundred times before. To resign Yusuf to manacles and a guard would have been easy. To kill him outright, easier still. But neither of those solutions would earn back any measure of the trust that had slowly wasted away as every one of us withered beneath the relentless bite of hunger.
No, instead she found a third option, with a price only she had to pay. I didn’t understand until it was too late, until I saw her knife flash and heard the beast scream.
None of them knew what it cost her.
Nothing but empty armor went with her when she pushed through the crowd and disappeared into the dark. The rest of her, she’d left cooling in the snow. When she was gone, it took a moment for the lot of them to start putting her words into action, but after weeks of half-rations, no one needed any encouragement. Amita directed the sudden frenzy of activity while Emir hauled a still-speechless Yusuf to his feet.
I didn’t bother to stay and listen to the incomprehensible string of Dacian he rattled off. Emir would keep his tribesman from fleeing. That was good enough, for now. Instead, I skirted the crowd and headed toward the lodges after Elivya.
The rough-hewn, utilitarian structures towered in the dark, fully abandoned for the promise of the first decent meal in weeks. Every soul would be at that cookfire late into the night, watching the meat turn on the spit. Elivya had vanished, but I knew where she’d go, where she’d seek counsel and comfort.
Not to me.
Hinges squealed as I cracked the door to the cavalry’s lodge and stuck my head inside. At the far end, beside Rowan’s shivering bedroll, she knelt with Izikiel. His low, soothing voice carried across the space, though the words themselves did not. When she sagged, her shoulders hunching, the priest wrapped an arm around her and I retreated back into the abyss-black night to wait.
The blanket of clouds I’d come to expect overhead were nowhere to be seen, replaced by a spray of stars and a sliver of moon that seeped through the skeleton canopy. The cold gnawed at my hands until I wrapped them in my cloak and settled back against the timbers to block some of the blustering wind. My ears had long since gone numb when the door finally creaked open beside me.
She shuffled down the two steps and paused once her feet hit the hard-packed snow. A gust of wind whipped a few threads of her dark hair from the scrap of leather holding it back, the fur on her collar rippling violently. She didn’t move to pull that generous hood up over her head, didn’t clutch that thick black wool around her. Just tilted her head back and fixed her vacant stare on that unfamiliar sky, like she was searching for whatever gods had long since abandoned us.
“Am I cursed, do you think?” she finally asked, her voice hushed and hollow. “For the things I’ve done.”
“I think curses are for storybooks,” I replied. “You can’t control the weather.”
Her emerald eyes met mine, then, sunken and almost black in the dim light. “I brought them here.”
“And they’re still alive because of you.”
“Not for much longer.”
“That meat will buy us another week.”
She huffed a small, bitter laugh and turned away again, drawing that bulwark of emotional armor back up around herself in an attempt to hide her weakness. But I knew her. I saw the flash of frustration in her eyes, the helplessness in the clench of her jaw.
“It’s alright to be afraid,” I said gently.
Her shoulders tensed and she yanked her cloak tight, as though she’d suddenly noticed the cold.
“Fear is not useful,” she bit back, and without another word, set off through the snow.
I followed – as I always have, whether it be to some godsforsaken tavern or across the White Sea – down the dark paths, up the steps, and through the door to the lodge we shared with dozens of others. It was empty, our bunkmates clustered around the cookfire across the camp.
The smoldering hearth cast a dim glow through the cavernous space. I stirred the banked coals and added two precious logs from the small stack nearby. By the time I coaxed a few paltry flames to life, Elivya had already settled into her bedroll at the far end.
I picked my way over to her through the patchwork of blankets and furs and propped my baldric against the wall, unlacing my breastplate and setting it aside. Despite the crackling fire, the bitter cold of that night still cut through the lodge’s thick walls. I hurried to refasten my cloak and dove beneath my own pile of blankets. Thatch above our heads rustled and groaned as I worked to tug the edges beneath me and lock in the slowly-accumulating heat.
Barely a foot away, the hunched mound of Elivya’s blankets trembled. At first, I thought she was weeping and my heart twisted at the thought. Then a quiet rattle cut the silence, bone chattering on bone.
She was shivering.
I couldn’t make the snow stop or banish the sickness bearing down on us. I couldn’t conjure food out of thin air. But this, at least – this, I could fix.
“Come here,” I murmured into the dark.
She stirred, peering back over her shoulder at me, and I knew full-well the reason for the wary look in her eyes. Even in the face of our dire circumstances, she was still a noble, an unmarried woman promised to another. Never mind the fact that the bastard hadn’t even bothered to return her letters, let alone come and find her himself.
Still, even among the lowborn, there are rules. Lines that can’t be crossed, lest a woman’s virtue be thrown into question. As a Tuvrian, I knew those lines better than anyone. I reminded myself of them every time my thoughts wandered back to that moment in the rain, to the memory of her fingers in mine and that unmistakable look in her eyes.
Everything about who and what we were demanded I keep my distance, but I wasn’t about to let her freeze. She’d suffered enough. Propriety be damned.
I lifted the edge of my blankets and dredged up a bit of our old enmity to ease the awkwardness.
“Quit being stubborn and just get over here,” I grumbled.
After a breath of hesitation, she finally surrendered to the siren call of warmth and tugged her mat across the few inches of bare floor to mine. I tucked her against my body, her back to my chest, and arranged the motley assortment of blankets and furs over us. Then I settled my arm around her beneath them and my heart sank.
I knew she’d been giving away her rations. I’d seen her, on a few occasions, slipping half her bowl back into the cookpot, if not the whole of it entirely. Extras always went to the children first, then the elderly or infirm. The few times I’d mentioned it, she’d shrugged it off with indifference or a sharp retort. I figured a few missed meals wouldn’t hurt. Might even be worth it, if it gave her some kind of reprieve from her guilt. But judging by the startling frailty of her body beneath my arm, she’d forgone more than a few.
Her trembling gradually eased as our combined warmth beat back the cold and I fought to slow the thundering ache in my chest. She didn’t want my pity, had no use for it, so I held my tongue.
Minutes passed. Her wasted frame remained rigid long after her shivering had ceased. Discomfort, maybe, at being so close to me, or fear of gossip, should someone return to the lodge and see us like this. I was fully expecting her to pull away when her icy hand found mine beneath the blankets.
Slender fingers gripped my palm, pulling my arm tighter as she drew her legs up around it. Around me. Clutching my forearm to her chest as though she were afraid that, like everything else – hope, luck, the gods – I, too, might abandon her. And when she began to shake, her half-starved frame shuddering with silent sobs, what little forbearance I’d managed to maintain shattered with them.
Damn Adrian. Damn the gossip. Damn this miserable winter and this relentless fucking snow.
I pulled Elivya tight to my chest, curled my body around hers, and buried my face in the dark swath of her hair.



Chapter 39
ELIVYA
When I woke, he was gone. The scent of him lingered on the mountain of blankets and furs, reminding me with leaden clarity all that had happened the previous night.
Rowan, burning with fever.
Yusuf. The gelding. Blood on my hands and the feeling of something irreplaceable snapping in my soul.
Quintin.
Underneath the ache suffusing my chest and limbs like a day-old bruise, a different kind of guilt tugged at my gut. The sapphire ring burned against my skin like an accusation.
I should have pulled away, once the tears had stopped, should have gone back to my designated patch of floor and restored the critical inches between his bedroll and mine. But I didn’t. I had stayed, and he’d let me, and the dreamless sleep that followed had been the most restful I’d had in months.
Blinding sunlight assaulted my eyes when I stepped out into the frigid morning in my least-filthy pair of breeches. The sharp air echoed with distance voices and the clatter of activity. I followed them toward the main cookfire, taking the long way to avoid passing by the stables.
As I rounded the last corner and the clearing came into view, I lurched to a halt, shock knocking the air from my lungs. A row of wagons stretched along the path outside the storehouse, their wheels replaced with broad wooden skis. The flash of Queen’s Guard plate glinted in the sun.
The convoy had finally arrived.
Relief cascaded through me, tentative at first as I doubted my eyes, and then crashing down like an avalanche when I spotted Colin among his men, helping to unload sack after sack of potatoes and grain. Gaunt faces crowded around them, lit with the first smiles I’d seen in weeks.
Food. I breathed the word like a prayer inside my head.
At the cookfire nearby, Amita and her army of helpers swarmed about to prepare a midday meal. A number of hardy vegetables caught my eye, a sight so long absent from our midst that not a few hovered and cooed over heads of cabbage and parsnips. I slipped through the crowd largely unnoticed, grateful for their distraction. No doubt word of my fight with Yusuf and my slaughter of the gelding had already made its way around the camp, but I wasn’t ready to face their nervous glances and hushed speculation. I felt unsteady, like the world had shifted one way and I another, like I was a stranger in my own skin.
The devastated look on Amita’s face when she spotted me nearly shattered my fragile calm. Hastily handing off her duties to a nearby gezgin woman, she wiped her hands on the apron beneath her cloak and hurried over to wrap me in a firm embrace.
“Ah, dear girl…” She drew back, peering up at me in earnest. “Your ancestors will forgive.”
My brows flicked together, my throat tight. “I don’t know that they should.”
“They will.” With a gentle pat, she settled my hand in the crook of her arm. “Come. Sit. Let’s get some food into you.”
She led me to a bench near the massive copper pot, its contents wafting inviting smells into the thin air. Women contributed basket after basket of additions to its rumbling depths. Amita directed that dance with masterful skill while I watched, struck with renewed gratitude for her presence. We surely wouldn’t have survived this long without her.
She eventually returned to me with a steaming bowl and an imperious frown, shoving the former firmly into my hands.
“You will eat every last spoonful of this,” she declared, “or so help me, Adulil, I’ll thrash you myself.”
“Think I might be better suited to that task,” came a low, warm voice from behind my shoulder. Every muscle in my body immediately tensed.
Quintin rounded the bench and knelt beside the cookfire, slipping a few fresh logs beneath the pot. The first sunny day in weeks was doing him all sorts of favors, setting his wheat hair alight, adding flecks of gold to his eyes and sparks of red to the short beard that brushed his jaw. Paired with the thick, fur-lined cloak on his shoulders, it made him look rugged and unmistakably northern, and I couldn’t help recalling the feel of it tangled in my hair-
What are you doing?
I dropped my eyes to the bowl in my hands.
Yesterday, your people were starving.
I picked up the spoon and forced a wry, casual tone. “Don’t be so sure, Tuvrian. Amita is fierce with that ladle.”
She brandished it as he straightened and threw up his hands, backing away one exaggerated step at a time. Amita chuckled and returned to her duties. Quintin sank down onto a stump across from me, his smile fading.
The previous night settled between us like a stone.
He rubbed at the scar on his left palm, avoiding my gaze, but before either of us could attempt to breach the awkward silence, the bench shifted beneath me and Will’s lanky figure appeared at my side. He flashed me a smile and produced a hunk of crusty bread out of thin air by some sleight of hand. I took it with a soft laugh.
“Finn took care of the patrols,” he said, sobering. “Should be alright for a while, but they’ll start asking questions soon. Having them bunk in the other lodges last night raised a few eyebrows.”
“We’ll tell them soon enough,” I replied. “What about the search? Did you find any others?”
“Five. Two nearly as bad as Rowan, and three more with the fever just setting in. We moved them all to the cavalry’s lodge, as you instructed.”
“Izikiel needs a break.”
“Emir enlisted some help. Charis and Tuya and a few of the others. They’ll rotate through the day shifts so the priest can get some sleep.”
Quintin stiffened. “Tuya shouldn’t be in there.”
“I agree,” I said. “Not with the babe due any day now.”
“Good luck keeping her away,” Will said with a snort. “I tried telling her a half-dozen times. She knows more Alesian than she lets on. She just pretends so she can ignore any orders she doesn’t like.”
“Then have Emir tell her. Morale is bad enough as it is. We can’t afford to lose a child.”
Will bobbed a solemn nod. “I’ll see to it.”
“Fetch Colin and gather the camp council,” I added. “Finn can sit in for Rowan. We need to have a meeting while the convoy is here.”
He stood with a promise to return shortly and disappeared back into the crowd, leaving Quintin and I to resume our heavy silence. I fidgeted with the bowl in my hands before finally daring a glance up at him.
He was watching me, those pale eyes bright with the same questions ricocheting around inside my own head, but the grim, resolved expression on his face told me he’d come to the same conclusion I had. Whatever that night had meant – if anything – we had bigger things to worry about. We’d barely avoided starvation and now sickness was bearing down on us. There was no room for anything else.
So I pawed at my stew and grumbled, “I don’t need an audience. I’m sure you have better things to do than sit there and watch me eat.”
His crooked smile looked painfully forced. “And risk Amita’s ladle?”
“I’m equally capable of knocking you upside the head, you know.”
“I’ll take my chances.”
I blew on the spoon and dared a mouthful, my appetite surging when the rich burst of flavor hit my tongue.
“Take it slow,” Quintin warned when I dipped my hunk of bread greedily. “Been a while since you had a proper meal. Don’t need you hurling it all up again.”
“If I do, I’ll be sure to aim for your boots.”
His huff of laughter came far more easily than his smile had, and when I lifted my eyes to his, my own grin was weary but genuine.
Will returned a short while later with the whole of our camp council in tow. He and Finn dragged a few more seats over while Emir settled Itsu on a nearby stump. A bleary-eyed Izikiel trailed in after them. Colin helped Amita get bowls of stew into his men’s hands before sending them away and joining us, my chamberlain settling onto the bench beside him. I fixed my gaze on her as a hush fell around our ragged circle.
“How much do we have, now?” I asked.
“A month’s worth, give or take,” she replied, “though not as much grain as I would have liked for the horses.”
“One of the wagons lost a ski just before we reached the forest,” Colin said to her. “We left it with your husband at his camp near the Therian border.”
Amita’s eyes lit. “You’ve seen Stephan?”
Colin softened in a way I’d never seen. “Yes, madam. A day past.”
“And Leanne? Eric? Little Seth?”
“All well,” he assured gently. “We were able to reach them a few weeks ago with supplies.”
Her relief was palpable and I felt a pang of guilt. It was my fault that James’ parents had been separated for the whole of the winter, but I trusted the Lazerin herds to no one’s care but Stephan’s and Amita had insisted on remaining with me.
“We’ll send more grain in a fortnight,” Colin said. “Once we repair the wagon and give my men a chance to rest-”
“That’s too long,” I interrupted, and all eyes turned to me. “We need another convoy within the week.”
Colin glanced at Amita. “She just said-”
“It’s more than just food we need.” I hesitated, as though uttering the words aloud would animate the truth that had already settled on our doorstep. “A sickness has reached us,” I said. “An ague that Father Izikiel tells me will spread quickly.”
“A brief sickness,” the priest added, “but a perilous one, in our current state.”
The captain straightened in his seat. “How many have taken ill?”
“Six, so far,” I said, “but more will soon follow. We need to be prepared, with plenty of supplies and rations on hand.”
He nodded gravely. “My men and I will start back as soon as we’re done here.”
“A handful of my cavalry will accompany you back to Caelin.” I turned my attention Will’s way. “Izikiel will provide you with a list of medical supplies. Gather as much as you can carry on horseback and return with all haste.”
“Aye, miss.”
I swept my gaze over the assembled faces. “How many know about the illness?”
Emir spoke up first in his lilting Dacian accent. “Not much stays secret, among
our people. Many see us take Taban away.”
“There have been murmurs,” Will confirmed. “Though the convoy has provided some distraction.”
“We’ll tell them today,” I said, “once Colin and his men are gone. But quietly. No big camp meeting. Just one family at a time.”
“We’ll see to it,” Finn assured. “A few of the men and I will make the rounds.”
“We will speak to the gezgin,” said Emir, gesturing to his grandmother beside him.
I bit my cheek and forced myself to ask, “And Yusuf?”
“We watch him, but I do not think he will flee again.”
“If he wishes to leave, I’d rather send him with the convoy than have him here making things difficult for us.”
“Yusuf will cause no more trouble,” Itsu declared. “You have my word.”
“…Fair enough.”
Despite his obvious exhaustion, Izikiel listened attentively from his seat. When my attention shifted to him next, a small smile creased his weathered face.
“You need not ask, daughter mine,” he said. “It is, I think, the reason I am here.”
Though I hadn’t expected him to refuse, I felt a knot loosen in my chest. The sick would know no better care than his. I scanned the rest of the council.
“The cavalry’s lodge will serve as our infirmary. Make sure everyone knows where to go if they take ill. Any willing healers should report to Izikiel.” Amita stirred and I immediately pinned her with a stern look. “Not you. You will stay as far from that infirmary as possible.”
Her chin raised a defiant fraction. “I have more skill than stitching wounds, young miss.”
“I know, but you are far too valuable to risk.”
“And you aren’t, I suppose?”
“If I get sick, Quintin can lead in my stead. If you get sick, this camp falls apart.”
“And if you die?” she challenged. “You are your father’s only heir. You have a duty to your House.”
“I need no reminding.”
“No life here is worth more than your own-”
“Nor are they worth any less,” I snapped, and she retreated to a rigid silence. “My decision is made, Amita. Please don’t fight me on this.”
Her mouth pursed unhappily, but I knew by the way her posture softened that she understood.
“As you wish, my lady.”
Once a few more details had been discussed, the meeting concluded without fanfare and everyone set off toward their various tasks. Itsu lingered behind, ignoring her grandson’s offered arm and remaining firmly planted on her stump until we were more or less alone.
“I did not mean to shame you, child,” she said at last.
I stared down at the traces of dried blood on my hands. “My shame is my own.”
“You are dargha. You did what was necessary.”
I glanced toward the now-empty wagons outside the storehouse and swallowed a bitter retort. Whatever Itsu saw on my face, her eyes darkened with sorrow. She nodded a small, knowing nod and stood.
“Do not let it rule you, girl,” she said. “You are no good to any of us broken.”
I sat there for a long while after she’d gone, my mind muddled and overfull. When Will and Quintin eventually returned, the former atop his tall black mare, I heaved myself to my feet and tugged my dark wool cloak around me.
“The wagons are hitched,” Will said from the saddle. “Finn’s rallying a few men.”
“How many will you take?” I asked.
“He says he can spare four, if you think that’s enough.”
“It’ll do. You have Izikiel’s list?”
He patted his breast pocket. “Any message for the Queen?”
My gaze drifted westward toward Caelin. “Only to stay far away. And send whatever aid she can spare.”
Before long, the line of makeshift sleds was fading into the trees. I watched them go with my heart in my throat and Quintin at my side.
“I don’t suppose you’d listen,” he murmured, “if I told you to stay clear of it.”
My silence was answer enough. He shifted his weight, an expression of disapproval that he knew I could read. For a long moment, neither of us spoke, the enormity and the inevitability of what lay ahead pressing in from every angle.
“How many do you think we’ll lose?” Quintin asked quietly.
I braced myself and turned away as the tail end of the convoy vanished from sight.
“Too many.”



Chapter 40
SPRING
Two had died by the time they returned, thirteen more in the long, hard weeks that followed. We buried them at the edge of the camp, river rocks piled atop what shallow graves we could manage in the frozen, packed dirt.
I’ll say little of that awful time, except that it could have been worse. Far worse. Without the supplies and physicians Selice sent from Caelin, I’ve no doubt we would have buried many more.
Quintin and Amita kept the healthy half of the camp running smoothly while those of us working in the makeshift infirmary learned to sleep when and where we could, slumped against walls or curled on the floorboards beside our patients. The moans of the suffering followed us into our brief, unsettled dreams.
Fifteen piles of stones followed me into mine.
I stood before them on a brisk spring dawn, the chill damp clinging to my tunic, the earth beneath my feet spongy from melted snow. A row of identical graves stretched out to my left between the trees, but it was this one at the end, slightly smaller and fresher than the rest, that I kept coming back to time and again.
It had been nearly a month since Wren had died. I could still hear her mother’s wails, still see her frail little body wrapped in its shroud, still hear Izikiel’s low tones speaking prayers that gave me no comfort. My fingers had gone numb helping to pile the icy stones of her cairn.
She had been the last, but her death had been the hardest to bear.
Heavy steps approached from behind, Quintin’s broad frame appearing at my side. He stood there for a long moment before he finally spoke.
“They came. More than I expected.”
I dipped a small nod, staring down at the graves. Fifteen more faces to carry.
“We can wait,” he added gently. “We don’t have to-”
“No. They need to be ready.”
The sickness had burned itself out. Winter was at an end. I had one purpose, now, and one purpose alone. I squared my shoulders and drew the wild air deep into my lungs.
It was time to start fighting back.



Act Three
RESISTANCE
Rise, brother mine. Stand with me and welcome the dawn. Shadows may gather in every corner of this world, but today we fight for that which makes it brighter.



Chapter 41
Keep your elbow up,” I said. The young Alesian man beside me lifted his arm a measure higher, the bow taut in his hands. With a gentle touch, I adjusted his posture and then took a step back. “Now exhale slowly…and loose.”
The string hummed, the arrow flying true and sinking into the distant target a few inches left of center. He turned to me, beaming.
“Well done,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder.
“Thank you, my lady!”
I moved on down the row of gezgin and Alesians. Bundles of leftover thatch stood like sentries along the tree line opposite, each one painted with a black circle and bristling with arrows. In the near distance, Quintin’s students were hard at their drills, the clatter of clashing steel echoing through the canopy. Will would be among them, along with many of our original disciples and a handful of off-duty cavalry. Even scowling Yusuf had returned to work on his swordsmanship. In truth, we were never short of students. The camp had plenty of able young men and women, and we could all feel the drums of war drawing closer.
A sudden lull in the clamor drew my eyes to the far side of the training area. Students scrambled to make way for a mounted patrolman careening into our midst. Face stricken and horse blown, he skidded to a halt as I rushed over to meet him, Quintin close on my heels.
“Riders, my lady,” the young man gasped. “Approaching from the northeast.”
“Persicans?” I asked.
He shook his head. “Didn’t look it, but I can’t be sure.”
“How far?”
“Just north of the perimeter. Headed straight for the camp, my lady. You must hurry. They’ll reach the outpost in a matter of minutes.”
I hesitated, my mind racing. We had no mounts with us and it would take time to fetch and tack them. Time we didn’t have.
“Down, soldier,” I commanded.
His boot had barely cleared the stirrup before my own took its place and I hauled myself up into the saddle.
“Wait!” Quintin barked, reaching for the bit, but I wheeled the mare out of range.
“She’s too small for two,” I said as the beast skipped anxiously beneath me. “Find Emir. Warn the others.”
With a tap of my heels, we plunged into the trees.
The mare didn’t have much more to give, but I pushed her as hard as I dared. By the time I intercepted the rest of the patrol, she was lathered and heaving.
Two men lingered at the small watch post hidden behind a thicket. A third hovered nearby, the mounted companion to the patrolman whose horse I’d commandeered.
“How many?” I asked from the saddle.
“Five, my lady,” one replied, a weathered man with peppered hair, his cavalry leathers worn with age. “Taking their time about it. Don’t look like scouts to me.”
“How do you mean?”
“Too slow, miss,” said the other. “Too big.”
“Big?”
“Heavy horse,” he said with a nod of certainty.
“Didn’t dare get close enough to see for sure,” the third added from atop his stocky bay, “but they move like mountains, if mountains had legs.”
I glanced northward, searching fruitlessly between the trees. “Show me.”
We found them within a handful of minutes, a set of five hulking beasts with riders in heavy plate. Unwavering in their direction, the soldiers’ bare heads pivoted as though scanning for something, but given their ambling gait and the heft of their horseflesh, I knew my men had been correct in their assessment.
No Persicans, these. Their armor, while good quality, bore no sigils. Their cloaks were of common brown wool. No insignia or House colors adorned their relatively ordinary tack, but the horses themselves told me more than any of that combined. Nevertheless, I knew better than to assume. Horses can be stolen. Whoever they were, I needed to stall them before they got any closer to the camp.
“Stay out of sight,” I murmured to the young man at my side, and spurred the mare forward.
When they spotted me trotting toward them through the trees, one called a warning and all five immediately drew rein. Two had arrows trained on my chest in the span of a heartbeat and I became suddenly and acutely aware of the fact that, aside from my Freyjan shield, I was wearing no armor.
My mount shuffled to an exhausted stop several paces away. I swallowed my fear, slouched carelessly in the saddle, and dug deep for my mother’s lessons.
Confidence is a cloak.
“You seem to have strayed from the King’s Road, gentlemen,” I called, my voice flawlessly blithe.
Two of the men exchanged a glance, the titans beneath them barely moving. A third – their leader, judging by the way he carried himself – nudged his mount forward a few steps. His dark hair was cut to a similar length as Quintin’s, curling around his ears and grazing his cleanshaven jaw. The wrinkles around his brow and mouth put him somewhere in his late thirties.
“Not that I blame you,” I added. “I hear the King’s Road’s awfully crowded, these days.”
The man examined my attire and the steel at my hip, his face tight with suspicion.
“I would offer to escort you to safer environs, miss,” he said, “but I’m guessing you’re not in need of assistance.”
“I’m not, but thank you all the same.”
His frown only deepened. “I feel obliged to warn you, we do not treat lightly with brigands.”
“I’ve no intention of robbing you, if that’s what you mean.”
“Then what is it you want, girl?”
I shifted the reins on my lap and tried to ignore the way the archers tensed. “For you and yours to turn around and go back the way you came. You’re trespassing.”
“This forest belongs to the people,” he said. “We are well within our rights to pass through this way.”
“You have business in Istra? Or Haelark, perhaps?”
“If we had business in Lloegr,” growled the gray-haired veteran to his right, “it’d be none of yours.”
“Mm. And you’d be going very much the wrong way.”
He bristled. “Enough of this nonsense, Lucius. Nothing but thieves and deserters, out here. Just put her down and be done with it.”
A sharp look from their leader quickly silenced him, but my heart had skipped at the name, one I knew well from my years studying at my mother’s knee. Still, I’d never met the man and I wasn’t fool enough to assume his allegiances. We’d had little news from the north.
Stall. Just a little longer.
“Fine horses,” I observed, eyeing the black titan beneath Lucius.
The man’s only reply was a hard stare.
“Arradonian?”
“…No.”
“I hear they breed similar stock in Briare for pulling engines and the like-”
“Do not mistake my forbearance for weakness,” he interjected sternly. “I might not let my men kill you in cold blood, but I’ve somewhere to be and no more patience for these games. Move aside and we’ll be on our way.”
“We both know I’m not going to do that.”
A few low chuckles slipped from the men at his sides, but Lucius wasn’t laughing. His expression darkened with renewed suspicion as he scanned the forest around us.
“I’ve two of the finest marksmen west of the Septim aiming twice as many arrows as would take to end you, girl. If you have cohorts hiding nearby, I suggest you call them off.”
A shadow shifted in my peripheral vision, barely a flicker between the trees. I flashed Lucius a joyless smile.
“I’m afraid you’ve underestimated the threat, cousin.”
Yew creaked far to my left, three gezgin materializing from the trees with bows drawn. On my right, Emir stepped out with two more, a handful scattered through the forest behind them. Quintin’s brisk steps approached from my rear, halting at my side with both blades bare in hand.
Lucius’ head whipped around, assessing their outnumbered and severely outflanked position. Surprise and anger quickly gave way to cold resignation.
“So I have.”
“Tell your men to stand down,” I said.
His archers didn’t budge, still training their arrows on my chest. The rest kept their hands firmly on their hilts, poised and waiting for their lord’s command, ready to die rather than be captured.
I leveled a hard look at Lucius. “The Queen will find her army five good soldiers shorter in a moment. My men are quite accurate.”
He faltered at the mention of Selice, searching my face for a long moment before finally giving the order. With reluctance, his men lowered their weapons, exchanging sullen glances as Emir and the others closed in to relieve them of their arms.
“That won’t be necessary,” I called out, earning me equally confused looks from gezgin and newcomers alike.
“Anchin?” Emir prompted.
“This is Lucius ben Montre. Third son of Lord Westin Montre.” Lucius narrowed his eyes at me like he was recognizing a ghost. I offered him a wry smile and added, “My kin.”

“I don’t understand,” Lucius said, glancing around at the steady flurry of activity surrounding us at the main campfire. “Your letter.” His dark hazel eyes flitted back to me. “You sent the Laezonese to us. Who are all these people?”
I leaned forward to prop my elbows on my knees. “All those who could not make the journey in time.”
“You’ve been here since the fall?”
“Late summer, yes.”
“So many,” he remarked with a small shake of his head, his attention drifting back to the encampment around us. “How could you possibly keep them all fed?”
Bitter memory tugged at the corner of my lips. “Not without difficulty. General Traian’s Treatise on Martial Preservation came in handy a time or two.”
“Good gods, you read that awful thing?” he scoffed. “Never made it past the first chapter.” Not surprising. I’d barely managed to drudge my own way through it.
“As I said. Not without difficulty.”
Amita delivered a bowl of porridge left over from the morning, the captain offering a polite thanks before settling it onto his lap.
“You must forgive me, Lady Lazerin, for my impertinence earlier. I didn’t recognize you.”
“Why should you? I’ve never been to Montar, and I don’t recall ever seeing you at Court.”
“Then how did you know-” Understanding lit his face. “The horses.”
“Yours in particular. Spitting image of my father’s.”
Lucius lowered his spoon, his expression darkening. “Persica will pay for what they did to him. To your House.”
“In time. For now, discerning friend from foe takes precedence.”
His weathered face tightened. “We are blood-”
“Kin or not, I don’t know you,” I said, “and I’m certainly not fool enough to let you pass unchecked. Tell me why you’re here.”
A pair of gezgin men strode past, bows over their shoulders, eyeing Lucius with blatant distrust. He frowned.
“All due respect, my lady, why are you? These are not your people.”
“They came to me for help. I gave it. Tell me why you’re here.”
“You should be with the Laezonese,” he scoffed, “not the displaced outcasts of every-”
“I do not answer to your expectations of my time, Lord Lucius, and I grow tired of you wasting it.” I bit out the words, curt and harsh. “Why. Are. You. Here.”
Whatever Quintin was doing behind my shoulder, it was clearly menacing enough to draw Lucius’ gaze for a long moment before his attention retreated back to me.
“We are in route to Caelin,” he said. “Lord Ignatus summoned all the Queen’s allies west of the Septim. Word is he means to march on Laezon and break the siege to free her.”
Our ruse is still working, then.
I was relieved to hear they’d been careful enough to call the banners under false pretenses. One intercepted scout would have put Selice at risk. But I had to know for sure where Montar’s allegiances lay before daring to reveal anything more.
“If that’s true, why would you be in the forest?” I challenged flatly. “The King’s road is far faster.”
“We spotted a few Persican scouts in Vitri on our way west. Decided it would be safer to keep to the trees until we reached Caelin.”
“You were looking for something when we spotted you.”
His brow furrowed. “Just keeping an eye out for more outriders.”
I angled my head and studied him. “Lord Caerus calls for reinforcements in the name of the Queen, and House Montre sends five heavy cavalry?”
“Father suspected a trap. We were sent to gauge the terrain, in case Persica was lying in wait.”
“Five men. On heavy horse.”
He stiffened. “They are all we have.”
“Not a full detachment. Not scouts-”
“We do not keep light cavalry-”
“-or even a handful of Montar’s legendary Black Lances. Lord Westin sends only you, without-”
“I am disposable,” he snapped, lurching forward in his seat and toppling the forgotten remnants of his porridge to the ground. “My father has two betters born before me and another after. My life is worth less than his precious Lances.”
Around us, the quiet thrum of the camp had fallen still, bows unslung and arrows quietly knocked. I knew without looking that Quintin’s hand was on his knife, the blade itself loose in its sheath, but silence could prize honesty from a man just as effectively as a sharpened blade, so I held my tongue and gave Lucius room to speak his piece.
“You might not know me, my lady,” he said, “but House Montre has always been loyal to House Lazerin – and the Crown. When your father called his banners in the name of King Amenon, it was my father and brothers who answered. If he had been alive to call them now, every able soldier in Montar would have ridden to his word.”
My stomach twisted but I held his hard stare and forced out the words I knew would lay him bare to me.
“My father is dead,” I replied coldly, “and the Crown has fallen. You ride to a war already lost.”
His face pinched with outrage. “The Queen yet lives. You may be a traitor, girl, but I most certainly am not. I am a son of Montar and I’ve been summoned in the name of the House of Adulil.” He shot Quintin a brief, savage glare. “Have your Tuvrian dog gut me, if you like. Put an arrow in my back if you must, but I’ll not sit here one moment longer. I’ll not die foresworn, cowering in the forest like sheep.”
I’d nearly forgotten the unsettlingly intimate feeling of reading a man to his core, his every weakness and scar written in stark black ink upon a page only you can see. Satisfaction and nausea warred in my gut as I shrugged off that hateful ruse and stood.
“Alright, cousin. Let’s go see the Queen.”



Chapter 42
Selice was surprised, to say the least, when we appeared at Lord Ignatus’ doorstep, though I’d wager Lucius was far more astonished to see her.
Despite my assurances of sincerity, Lord Westin’s thirdborn remained suspicious of me for the whole of our two-day journey, keeping to himself and his own men as much as courtesy would allow. With Quintin and a handful of my own cavalry to accompany us, I had no trouble avoiding him in turn, but the wedge I’d shoved between our two long-aligned Houses ate at me. My deception, I realized, may have burned a bridge I could not rebuild.
When he saw her, though, standing in the courtyard in all her radiant beauty, Lucius’ awe quickly overpowered his doubts. The Montreans drew their swords and knelt in a neat row before their queen, heads bowed, plate armor gleaming; a heroic show of fealty that might have been embarrassing if it wasn’t so beautiful.
And so was she.
I’d nearly forgotten, in our long months apart. The very air seemed brighter around her, that strange pull resurfacing in my chest. In a deep rose gown with her diadem catching in the sun, she would have brought any Alesian to their knees.
“Lady Lazerin,” Selice greeted as I dropped from the saddle. I swept a hasty bow, feeling filthy and saddle-sore, but she waved me off and stepped close to speak in confidence, her expression grave. “When we heard of the illness, I argued to come, but Colin-”
“Colin was right to keep you away, Your Grace.”
She frowned. “I am so not so fragile as you both seem to think.”
“Maybe not, but it was not a risk worth taking.”
Regret lingered in her golden eyes, but she didn’t press the point any further.
“You know why I’m here,” I said.
The weight of all that lay ahead settled over us both. Selice nodded. “Come. We’ve much to discuss.”
The white stone manor of Lord Ignatus Caerus sprawled atop a hillside just west of the river, its many wings stretching out like fingers in every direction. Our motley party trailed through its vaulted halls like a pack of children, gaping up at the peaked arches soaring impossibly high above, an architectural marvel courtesy of House Guillar, one of Caerus’ lesser bloodlines. Along with the engineers of House Briad and the chemists of House Therus, Lord Ignatus’ extended lineage boasted some of the greatest minds in Alesian history, and his estate stood testament to their generations of ingenuity.
At the end of one long wing, the Royal Physician ushered us into an enormous study. Shelves lined every wall from floor to ceiling, crowded with a dizzying number of books, bottles, and jars, the scent of wood oil and cloves clinging to the air. At the center of the room sat a large table with a pristine map of Alesia stretched across its surface, weighted at the corners and bristling with meticulously-painted troop tokens.
The makeshift war room had obviously been well-frequented by Selice and her small circle of confidants. Chairs sat askew and several piles of missives lay atop a desk at the far end. I eyed those stacks as we filed in, wondering if any bore news from Trina, but in this mixed company, I knew better than to ask.
“I assume you’d like your second to stay?” Selice mused, eyeing Quintin and I as she rounded the far end of the table to take her place at its head.
“If you’ve no objections, Your Grace,” I replied.
She waved one slender hand in acquiescence and the rest of our small company settled in around the table.
“An unexpected pleasure, Lord Lucius,” she said, offering him a curated Court smile. “We expected a letter, not the captain of the Black Lances himself.”
“My father is distrustful of couriers, Majesty.”
“What news from Dournin?”
Lucius folded his hands behind his back and eyed a pair of tokens featuring a three-headed serpent, poised atop his home province.
“Nearly four thousand Hydraxian troops remain in Montar. We’ve kept them pinned along the coast, but they don’t appear to be in any hurry to move south. Father wagers they’re biding their time, waiting for orders from the Empress.”
“And the port?”
“The Steward’s men still hold the port, but it has been months since any new ships arrived from Hydrax. Whether that’s due to the season or a lack of soldiers to send, we can’t be sure.”
Selice glanced my way. “The latter, I believe. My spies suggest Empress Hasha intends to leave the bulk of her army at home, now that Persica has reinforced its position in Litheria.”
It wasn’t hard to guess the reason behind that particular move. The ruthless nature of the Hydraxian court was well-known and Hasha’s rise to power had been contentious at best. Overextending her army would leave her throne vulnerable, and there were plenty of others who would gladly seize such an opportunity in her absence.
“She’ll try to maintain a foothold in the north,” Selice added, “so we’ll need to keep a close eye on what forces she’s kept here, but I expect Lord Montre is more than up to the task.”
“A bit of help from Tuvria, and we could be done with them once and for all,” Lucius muttered, and Quintin stiffened beside me.
“All in good time. I expect your presence here means your father has men to spare for the Crown.”
Lucius inclined his head. “House Montre is honored to answer the Queen’s call.”
She offered him a guarded smile in reply and then turned her golden eyes back to me.
“Your last report was grim, Lady Lazerin. How fares Laezon?”
“The fort stands,” I said, “though my scouts tell me the west and south walls have both sustained significant damage. They’re holding, but I’m not sure for how long.”
“And their numbers?”
“Still around five thousand, give or take. Three thousand at the western battlements, along with the majority of their siege. Another fifteen hundred or so to the northeast.”
“Swords?” Colin asked.
“Archers and spears, mostly,” I replied, “set there to prevent any escape through the northern gates. And still no significant cavalry at either camp. Just skirmishers and a handful of scouts.”
“An advantage I’m afraid we will soon lose.” Selice folded her hands and watched Colin adjust troop tokens around the fort. “Eight hundred cavalry are en route from Litheria as we speak.”
I bit back a curse. Those reinforcements would arrive before we even made it back to the camp. That meant six thousand – not five – now stood between us and the men trapped within those walls. The task before us grew even more daunting.
“What of our allies?” I asked.
“A thousand infantry are expected any day now from Ulta,” said Colin, pointing to various tokens as he explained. “Briare has promised engines, but the snows are only now beginning to break, so they will be months delayed yet. Lord Ardontus has committed over two thousand spearmen and archers, another twelve hundred from Istra. Similar numbers from Haelark and Fumel.”
I nodded, relieved. It was a respectable force. They’d been sent south already, no doubt, since the fields surrounding Lord Ignatus’ estate were empty. A reasonable precaution to keep Persica’s eye from falling on Caelin.
“And Korent?” I asked.
“In reserve,” said Colin. “Guarding our flank, so to speak, to prevent any surprises from Petrion.”
“What about Theria?”
The captain hesitated. “No response.”
Selice’s hands tightened where they lay folded atop her skirts, Lord Ignatus glowering beside her. The disobedience of his lesser kin was obviously a barb to them both.
Aubrey’s lover Leon and his family had been among our conspirators when my House had set out to remove Amenon from the throne. Was their silence rooted in guilt? Perhaps, but that same coup had seen their son tortured and burned alive. I knew firsthand what that kind of grief could do to a person, and I was willing to bet no missives to House Therus were receiving replies.
“We can make do without, for now,” I said, frowning down at the map. “We’ve more than enough to cut off Persica’s supply lines and pin them down at the fort. If Montar is prepared to offer cavalry” – I glanced at Lucius and he nodded in stiff confirmation – “then we can harry them on the western front using the forest for cover. How long will it take to move your army into place?”
A weighted glance passed between my queen and her captain before Selice steeled herself to speak.
“There is no army, Elivya. Not yet.”
I felt the blood drain from my face. Colin eyed me with regret.
“The Ultan infantry will be the first to arrive,” he said. “The rest are due by early summer.”
I blinked at him once – twice – my gaze flicking to Selice and back again as their words sank in. I barked a sharp, choked laugh.
“Summer?”
“Their supplies won’t last, Your Majesty,” Quintin interjected before I could say something I’d no doubt regret. “They’ll be on tight rations already.”
“We’d barely enough to see them through the winter,” I blurted. “They can’t wait that long!”
“I’m sorry,” Selice replied, her voice tight with remorse. “But besides the Ultans, only Istra has men at the ready, and even they need another month to muster provisions.”
“Then order them east to cut off Persica’s supply lines and we’ll move on the fort from the west.”
“With what army?” she challenged. “Your two hundred refugees?”
I flung a hand toward Lucius. “With Montar’s cavalry, we can draw the Persicans away from the gate-”
“Now wait just a moment,” Lucius bristled, but I ignored him, my mind battling through the exasperation and the fear to search for an answer – any answer.
“There are two thousand soldiers behind those walls,” I insisted. “If we can distract the Persicans long enough, if we can get Lord Reyus’s men onto the field-”
“You will still be grossly outnumbered,” Selice snapped. The room fell to stiff silence. The Queen held my gaze, misery written in her own. “I am sorry, Elivya, but we cannot risk another defeat. The Emperor could easily send more reinforcements from Litheria and crush us if we move prematurely. We must gather our full strength to face them.”
I gave my head a hopeless shake. “They won’t last.”
The bleak look on her face told me she knew as much, but she was right. She couldn’t risk the whole of her rebellion for the sake of a few thousand men, even if her own uncle was among them.
We would retake Laezon.
We would reclaim the fort.
But by the time we did, Reyus and Briggs and two thousand other loyal men would be dead.
That couldn’t be it. There had to be a way. But the infantry from Ulta were nowhere near enough to face down the Persican army and Lucius clearly had no interest in sacrificing his men to a doomed cause. I met his hard gaze across the table as my thoughts tumbled.
Think, Lazerin. What are the pieces on the board?
The Ultans in immediate play. Istra and the rest nowhere near close enough to be of any use. Theria unresponsive. And Lucius, captain of Montar’s storied Black Lances, who had been fighting for a year and more already.
Lucius, the disposable son with thirty years’ worth of something to prove.
“How many?” I asked him, my quiet voice cutting through the silence. “How many men can Montar spare?”
“If things remain as they are,” Lucius said, “my father is prepared to commit fifteen hundred heavy cavalry.”
I turned back to the map, skimming over Theria before fixing on the two tokens bearing the black chalice of House Ulitri. “And the Ultans? Here within the week?”
Colin’s brow furrowed. “Our scouts put them three days out. Why?”
It was desperate and impossible and wholly mad, I knew, but it was the only way.
“Give them to me.”
Lord Ignatus stiffened incredulously at my brazen demand. “I beg your-”
“Give them to me,” I repeated, cutting him short. My chest swelled as the pieces slowly fell together inside my head. “The thousand from Ulta. As soon as they arrive, send them on to the forest.”
“Don’t be absurd,” the Royal Physician scoffed. “If you send them against the Persicans, they’ll be slaughtered.”
“They won’t.” I met Selice’s gaze in earnest. “Theria maintains the largest light infantry force in the country. With their support and the cavalry from Montar, we could retake Laezon.”
“Even if I consented to give you the Ultans and the Montreans, Lord Therus has ignored every summons from his High Lord,” she replied coolly, gesturing to Ignatus beside her. “He has ignored summons from the Crown. What makes you think he will listen to you?”
“Because he is loyal to Alesia.” I hesitated. “And because I have a particularly damaging bit of knowledge that he will no doubt prefer to keep hidden.”
The flash of anger in Selice’s eyes told me she suspected the nature of that knowledge, even if I dared not speak it aloud. I’d paid dearly to keep the identities of our conspirators a secret, but if it meant the difference between life and death for two thousand Alesian soldiers, I would leverage that information without remorse.
“The fact remains that you are asking me to risk precious lives,” she replied stiffly. “Soldiers that could make the difference between retaking my throne or losing this war altogether.”
My jaw tightened. “I know.”
“And still, you ask.”
“I do.”
Beside her, Colin shifted unhappily, Lord Ignatus equally displeased at the notion. Selice turned to Lucius.
“And is House Montre willing to commit its men to such, given the circumstances?”
Lucius eyed me for a long, hard moment before offering the Queen a small bow. “We go where Your Majesty commands.”
Selice turned back to me, her delicate brows knit with the gravity of the choice I’d forced on her. I gave my head a small shake.
“If you ever trust me, Your Grace, trust me now.”
After a long, tense silence, her gilded lashes fluttered and decision settled across the Queen’s face.
“Do not make me regret it, Elivya.”

Selice, Ignatus, and Colin gathered in the courtyard to see us off the next morning, flanked by a handful of guards and curious household staff. Once Lucius and his men finished making their elegant obeisance, my own small party approached and offered the Queen a deep bow.
“I expect a courier as soon as Laezon is reclaimed,” she said in her mild tone, handing me a sealed missive.
“You can be sure of it, Majesty.”
Her beautiful face softened a fraction. “I know Reyus. He will fight to the last, when he sees you coming.”
“I’m counting on it.”
“Good luck, Elivya.”
In the stables, the Montreans were already tacking up their hulking destriers for their journey home, packs lashed into place. Lucius shot me a guarded glance from the next stall, but I knew better than to attempt to make conversation. He hadn’t spoken to me since the meeting.
I saddled Valor in silence and followed the stream of ready horses out into the courtyard. Lucius lingered just outside the stable doors with his mount, watching the Queen with a faraway look on his face. I fetched up beside him to wait for Quintin and the others.
“I never thought to see her alive, to be honest,” he said after a long moment, his voice low and heavy. “After the coup. After she disappeared without a trace. Figured Persica would have hunted her down by now.”
“She’s far more clever than anyone gives her credit for.”
In the distance, Selice gestured in awe at Lucius’ men and their towering mounts. Colin leaned in to hear whatever remark she was making, a small smile on his lips.
“Her father was nearly the same age, when I first met him,” Lucius said absently.
The massive beast at his side shuffled its platter-sized hooves on the stones. In a gesture of long habit, he placed a hand on the gelding’s neck and the horse immediately settled.
“I still remember the day he came to us,” he said. “Barely the start of the war, and me just a shade too young to fight. I remember the look on his face when he spoke of duty and loyalty at my father’s table. Of his people, suffering beneath Brandon’s hand.” The memory swam in his eyes as he watched Selice across the courtyard. “She has the same look. The same hope.”
A golden laugh rang out in the chill morning air, echoing off the stones. Valor’s ears swiveled to attention.
“It ate me up, back then,” Lucius continued, “to watch my father and brothers ride off to war and leave me behind. King Amenon saw it, that morning, saw the bitterness in me, the angry thirteen-year-old boy watching his betters mount up for battle. He could have simply ignored me, could have climbed up in his saddle and been off like the rest of them, but he didn’t.”
Lucius paused. Shook his head.
“He put his hand on my shoulder,” he scoffed, as though the sheer absurdity of it defied all reason. “The King of Alesia. And me, a third son of a Lesser House, too young to be of any use to anyone. ‘One day,’ he said to me. ‘One day, this fight will be yours, and all of Alesia will know you for a man of honor.’”
The ghost of a smile at the corner of his mouth faded, and the memory with it.
“That moment shaped me. Molded me. I’ve kept the King’s words with me every day since.” His dark hazel eyes turned my way. “And you killed him.”
I held his hard stare and said nothing.
“And yet his daughter trusts you with her army. With the success of her entire rebellion.”
Gods only knew why.
The sound of Selice’s voice pulled my gaze from his. One of Lucius’ men was indulging her curiosity by bringing his destrier over to her. Delight set her face aglow as she touched the titan’s velvet nose. That strange warm ache pulled at my chest for a moment before giving way to the heaviness I always seemed to carry.
“I will hang when this is all over,” I murmured. “If I even live to see it done. If we even manage it at all.” Each revision drove the reality of our circumstances into sharper relief inside my mind.
Gods, I was tired.
“I am not my father, Lucius, and I’ll not demand allegiance from those who never swore as much to me.” I turned back to face him. “But those men don’t deserve to die. Whatever you think of me, I need your help to free them.”
He searched my face, the scales behind his eyes tipping one way and then the other before they finally settled.
“I am a man of honor, Lady Lazerin,” he said, offering one gloved hand. “Whatever you are, you are kin, and House Montre has never once failed to answer House Lazerin’s call. Hang if you must, but if you fall on the field, you’ll not fall alone.”
I grasped his hand tightly in my own. “Three weeks, my lord.”
“Three weeks.”



Chapter 43
We reached the estate of Ian ben Therus in two days. With his gaunt-faced wife and two remaining sons beside him, he met us in the courtyard, eyes hollow with the echoes of a father’s grief. They narrowed in equal parts recognition and confusion as he took in my face.
“Miss Elivya? What on earth…?”
“You swore, once, to aid House Lazerin in its hour of need,” I said from the saddle. “I am here to ask you to fulfill that vow.”
He shifted on his feet, clearly taken aback by the abrupt arrival of our ragged company, but as he glanced from me to my men and back again, his sense of propriety quickly overruled his unease.
“Come inside,” he said. “Let’s discuss this over supper.”
Quintin and my four cavalrymen were graciously escorted to the servants’ wing while I was allocated a guest room in which to refresh myself. Though I refused a soft-spoken handmaid’s offer to lend me one of Lady Therus’ gowns, I did make an effort to tidy my appearance, swapping my road-dusted breeches and tunic for clean ones and brushing out my hair. I needed to be the soldier, not the heiress, to make this particular play.
Dinner was already being served when I arrived in the dining room. Beginning without a guest was an unthinkable discourtesy, and the sharp glance Lady Therus shot me as I settled into my seat made it clear the insult had been intentional. I did my best to look unbothered by the slight, tightening my polite expression and scanning the table. No one seemed terribly interested in their meal. Every face remained guarded and the air was thick with unspoken tension.
“Your visit is most unexpected,” Lord Therus began as he swirled his spoon apathetically through the bowl of soup in front of him.
“Not unwelcome, I hope.”
“We heard you went into hiding, after losing Laezon to the Persicans.”
My painted smile curdled. “Laezon remains contested, my lord. The fort still stands, and the Queen with it.”
He glanced up briefly before returning to his soup. “Of course. Mother preserve them.” His tone took on a blithe quality. “We thought you’d be in Montar, but my men tell me you rode in from the south.”
“I’ve just come from Caelin.”
“Beautiful, this time of year. The orchards should be coming into their first blooms, just about now.”
“I did not notice.”
“Worth a return journey, then. And how is Ignatus?”
“Loyal.”
I flicked the word across the table like a well-aimed knife. Four heads snapped up in surprise. Lord Therus and his sons gaped at me, his wife’s fury barely contained behind her porcelain face.
“You’ve received summons, have you not?” I asked coolly.
Lord Therus set his spoon aside and took up his napkin, dabbing ineffectually at his still-dry lips. “We have.”
“And yet you send no reply.”
“We do not answer to you, girl,” his wife interjected, the words low and savage.
“Nicole,” he warned.
“Go call your own banners,” she hissed at me. “We owe you and yours nothing.”
It took no effort to read her, undone as she was. Beneath her anger lay a grief so vast and consuming that I could barely stand to meet her gaze. But as much as I had loved Leon, as much as I blamed myself for his and Aubrey’s deaths, I could not afford to let sentiment get in the way.
“You owe your allegiance to House Caerus,” I said flatly. “Lord Ignatus calls for aid on the Queen’s behalf, from all Houses that remain loyal to the Crown.”
“Then why are you here?” she spat.
“He hoped you might listen to a friend.”
“A friend?” She gasped a bitter laugh. “You dragged
us into your mess and then left my son to die!”
My heart twisted inside my chest. I’d thrown those words at myself dozens of times, but hearing them from her…
“Leon made his choice,” I forced out. “He and Aubrey both. I begged Aubrey to flee. He refused. And Leon refused to leave him.”
“We all chose to stay,” Lord Therus murmured.
“And you were fool enough to follow Augustus into Damien’s lunacy,” she snarled at him. “Into that harlot’s treasonous-”
“Nicole!” Lord Therus exclaimed. She stood abruptly, eyes ablaze.
“If it weren’t for House Lazerin’s scheming, my son would still be alive. So do not ask me
to sit here and listen to Damien’s half-breed beg for our aid.”
There were no words that could overcome the mountain of her hatred for me and mine. I didn’t bother trying to find any. I just sat there, holding her furious gaze for a long, awful moment before she stormed from the room, leaving a scorched silence in her wake.
“Please forgive my wife,” Lord Therus said softly. “Leon was very dear to her.”
“To all of us,” corrected his eldest son, Titus.
The lord tossed his napkin onto the table with a weary exhale, abandoning any pretense of eating. “What do you want from us, Elivya…”
I straightened in my seat and pulled that iron armor tight around my heart. “Queen Selice and her army remain trapped behind the walls of Fort Laezon.”
“I am aware.”
“Their supplies will soon run out, my lord. They will starve. Nearly two thousand men who fought and bled for Alesia, General Oristei among them.”
I spared a glance toward his two sons, both of them watching me intently, both hungry for revenge.
“We are rallying forces to retake the province,” I added. “To break the siege and liberate the Queen.”
“Ignatus wrote as much.”
“You are his bannermen. It is your oathsworn duty to answer when called upon, and so you have been. Not only by your High Lord, but in the name of the Queen herself.”
“We have lost enough,” he bristled.
I fixed him with a pitiless stare. “You have lost a son. A precious son, no doubt, but so have many others. You have two remaining and a wife to bear you more. There are thousands who are not so fortunate.”
His jaw clenched, those gentle eyes that reminded me so much of his youngest turning hard and angry.
“Leon and Aubrey were far braver than any of us,” I said. “They chose to stay and fight for those who could not fight for themselves. They chose to stay and fight for Alesia. I’m asking you to do the same.”
“The Queen is besieged by five thousand Persicans.”
“Then see her freed,” I challenged. “Muster the Therian infantry and march on Laezon with me and mine.”
“With you?” his younger son, Brendon, scoffed.
“You mean to Caelin,” Titus said evenly. “To rendezvous with the rest of the Queen’s allies.”
“No.” I settled my shield arm on the table, the steel gleaming in the candlelight, a bit of cheap theater to underscore the point. Aubrey would have loved it. “I mean with me. To Laezon. Now.”
I drew a letter from my pocket and offered it to Lord Therus. After a brief hesitation, he took it and cracked the red seal with unsteady fingers, scanning the page and Lord Ignatus’ meticulous script.
“War is upon us, my lord. The time for indifference has passed.”
“I am not indifferent,” he snapped, hard eyes leaping to mine. “I am…bereaved.”
Broken, he meant, and I felt that grief in my core.
“Rightfully so,” I replied, “but such things cannot rule us forever. We must find a way through. A way forward.”
“My wife will not hear of it.”
“I deserve every ounce of her fury – and yours – but it’s not House Lazerin asking for your help. It’s the Crown, and the High Lord of your bloodline. The scion of Caerus, to whom you owe your allegiance.”
“To free your province.”
“To free the Queen,” I pressed, the lie rolling off my tongue with unsettling ease. “And two thousand loyal men who will suffer a slow, cruel death if we do not act.”
Silence descended on the room, the letter still clutched in Lord Therus’ hand. Brendon and Titus hardly moved, two soldiers strung tight, itching for action. At length, Leon’s father pushed his chair back and stood.
“We will discuss this as a family,” he said, “and give you our answer in the morning.”

Battered and weary, I longed for the steady company of my own, so I made my way to the servants’ quarters to seek out Quintin and the rest. The kitchens buzzed with late-night activity, my cavalrymen seated at tables along the far wall, mingling with the staff as they devoured rich-smelling plates of food. Quintin sat alone at a table in the corner with his own half-eaten supper. When I sank into the seat across from him and he saw my defeated expression, his face fell.
“…What happened?”
I gave my head a small, miserable shake, unable to muster the words to explain.
“We need their men,” he murmured, more a gentle reinforcement than a rebuke. Failure here was not something we could afford. I raked a hand through my dark hair.
“I know, but you should have seen her face, Quintin. Lady Therus would rather burn her House to the ground than help me, and her husband would let her. Everything she said…it’s all true. If we hadn’t dragged them into this, Leon would still be alive.”
“They made choices, and so did their son.”
“Choices forced by my hand. By my parents’ hands. She has every right to despise me and mine.”
“But you are not the one trapped in that fort,” he countered evenly. “Their Queen is, at least as far as they know. And General Reyus. You said he and Lord Therus are friends?”
“They served King Amenon alongside my father during the War.”
“Then he’s unlikely to forsake them both, no matter who brings the message. Give their anger time to clear. They’ll come around.”
His certainty pulled me from my melancholy. I studied him as though seeing him for the first time, a bruised smirk creeping across my lips.
“Quintin, the diplomat. Gods preserve us.”
He huffed a quiet laugh, the sight of his crooked smile loosening some of the knots in my chest.
My worries quieted, I eyed the half-picked roast chicken in front of him. Despite the evening’s events, two days on the road had left me famished. Quintin pushed the plate over to me, metal scraping across wood, and without a word, I picked up his fork and began tearing into the remnants of his meal.
“You’re not hungry?” I asked around a mouthful of bread.
“Second helping. Cook said the family supper went entirely to waste, so there was plenty for the rest of us.”
“I seem to have a talent for putting people off their feed.”
He angled his head, considering me. “Less so, now that you’ve had a proper bath.”
“You’re one to talk.” I pitched a heel of bread at his chest. “Four months of man-stink festering beneath that armor.”
“You were no spring flower, either, you know.”
In truth, we’d all reeked after a long winter in the forest. It had taken me nearly an hour to scrub the filth from my skin in Caelin. Selice had seen us all bathed and laundered, Lord Ignatus offering new clothes to those who’d worn theirs thin, and we’d all felt a bit more human by the time we’d departed for Theria.
“Looks better,” I remarked, nodding to his freshly-trimmed beard. He’d cut it close to his jaw, though not shaved it clean. “Makes you look younger.”
He rubbed his chin with a self-conscious frown, but before he could reply, a pretty scullery maid swept over to us with a pair of mugs in hand. Her cheeks grew steadily more pink each time she stole a glance at Quintin.
“Something to wash it down,” she said softly. “Bit of the garrison’s mead I tucked away.”
I gave my cup a sniff as Quintin’s thanks turned her beet red and sent her fleeing.
“Oh, yes,” I said with a smirk. “Definitely an improvement.”
He grumbled into his mug as I sipped my own, eyeing him over the rim. I didn’t blame the girl. A bath and a trim had done him wonders. His hair had finally grown out enough to tie back in a stubby club, a few rebellious strands hanging loose to frame his face. Even filthy and unkempt, he’d been handsome in a rugged sort of way. Now…
“What will you do if they refuse?” Quintin asked, interrupting my reverie. I leaned forward onto the table and fidgeted with my cup.
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m a spy, not a tactician.”
“You always have a plan.”
I chewed my cheek a moment. “Set traps. Draw them out. Use the forest to our advantage. Without Lord Therus’s men, we’ll have barely three thousand. The Black Lances are legendary, but they won’t amount to much without sufficient infantry and archers to clear the pikemen first. We’d never survive a frontal assault.”
He nodded grimly. “And if Lord Therus agrees?”
“With enough men and a bit of luck, we could catch that small northeastern camp unawares. Burn everything and be gone before the rest of their forces have time to respond.”
“We’ll lose the element of surprise,” he warned. “They’ll start watching their backs.”
“Won’t matter.” I shook my head, recalling a particularly detailed portion of General Traius’ Treatise. “They’ll have to either split their remaining forces or leave the northern gate unguarded. If the first, we can press the main battlements in the hopes of making enough room for Reyus to get his men out. Nearly two thousand soldiers that have spent all winter itching for a proper fight.”
“And if the second? The north gate is barely wide enough for two horses.”
“Maybe so, but half the force inside those walls isn’t cavalry.”
“They’re not dumb enough to leave it entirely unguarded. They’ll leave at least one contingent in place.”
“Easily overwhelmed with a small force of men.”
“They’ll have scouts on relay to signal for reinforcements at the first sign of trouble.”
A small, vicious smirk twisted the corner of my mouth. “I’m a decent shot, even in the dark.”
Amusement lit his pale eyes. “Thought you said you weren’t a tactician.”
I snorted and lifted the mug to my lips. “I don’t think regurgitating bits of what is literally the only book on practical warfare I’ve read in my life constitutes any sort of aptitude.”
“Doesn’t matter, if it works.”
I set the tankard down with a thunk, my smile fading. “If it works.” I thumbed the metal, uncertainty sinking through my chest. “In truth, I feel like a fool, most days. I’ve no idea what I’m doing. I just know it needs to be done.”
“You don’t have to do it alone,” he reminded. “Talk to Rowan and Lucius and the others.”
I nodded and slumped back in my chair. He was right, of course. Rowan had served my father during the War of Crowns and Lucius had been leading Montar’s elite cavalry for years. I had resources. Every time I managed to forget, every time I lost my footing or felt overwhelmed, it seemed Quintin was there to ground me. Our eyes met across the table, two half-empty tankards between us.
“You’re a good friend, you know,” I said.
There was a flicker of sadness in his eyes before he buried it behind a wry grin and leaned back, folding his arms across his chest.
“Is that what we are now?” he mused. “Friends?”
“Gods’ sake, don’t tell me that’s some sort of Tuvrian taboo. Not allowed to have friends, or is it just women friends? Considered terribly indecent, no doubt.”
He cocked a brow at me. “I think we crossed the lines of decency a long time ago.”
I snorted my emphatic agreement and looked away, doing my best not to think of that bitterly cold night and the feel of his arms around me. The sapphire ring burned against my skin beneath my tunic.
Adrian was alive. Selice had assured me of that much, at least, but her letters had gone as unanswered as my own. She’d heard nothing from Daria or my betrothed.
Only rumors of a generously-outfitted fleet setting sail from the Shipyards on the first spring tides.



Chapter 44
The moment I stepped into the dining room the following morning, I knew Lord Therus would refuse.
His wife’s sapphire eyes glinted with vindication, her two sons sulking over their breakfasts. For his part, the Lord of Theria sat straight and stiff in his seat at the head of the table, barely acknowledging my arrival and forgoing all conversation until he’d finished his sausages and sweet rolls. By the time he finally pushed his plate away and folded his hands on the table, I was strung tight as a new bow.
“After significant discussion,” he began, “we have concluded that you are most correct. We have been remiss in our duties and Lord Ignatus’ missives are owed a response. Rest assured, we will dispatch a courier to Caelin before day’s end.”
I could feel the axe above my head, just waiting to fall. Honey and nightshade, my mother had called it, a common ploy at Court, softening an opponent with niceties before striking at their heart. A bit of sweet to mask the poison.
“With what message, my lord?” I asked.
“House Therus will call its banners, Lady Lazerin. Every holdfast and village from Guilerso to Vitri will answer in the name of the Queen. The full might of Theria will march for Caelin, and war.”
I tongued the back of my teeth, pressing my temper and my tone carefully flat. “…For Caelin.”
“As commanded by our High Lord.”
“And how long will it take for House Therus to assemble its forces, my lord?”
“A few weeks. A month, perhaps. I am told the Queen’s allies are not expected until the start of summer.”
My lip curled at his nonchalance. “I must ask you to reconsider, sir. Laezon is in dire need of aid.”
“House Lazerin has its own banners to call.”
“Your Queen remains trapped within those walls.”
“You think they would let her starve?” Lady Therus scoffed. “She will survive until the summer.”
I turned my hard gaze on her. “And when she is freed, you can be sure she will learn precisely how loyal House Therus has been to the Crown.”
Her smug expression soured. “You honestly believe she would take your word over ours? We will be sending thousands of soldiers to her aid. Your family had her father assassinated and her brother taken hostage.”
“A scheme you were party to. Amenon is dead, yes, but I am and have always been the Queen’s ally.”
“Then your priority will be to see her freed and safe,” she replied blithely. “A task that will be easily accomplished once all of her allies have been assembled in Caelin.”
“And how many will die in the meantime?” I snapped.
Her thin brows arched. “Perhaps you should have given more forethought to the defense of your province.”
Fire and metal surged through my veins. I tore my gaze from her gloating sneer and back to her husband, who watched our exchange with hollow eyes.
“You sat at my father’s table,” I reminded through clenched teeth, “and pledged your aid.”
“To the same folly that has landed us at this juncture,” he retorted sharply. “I am not fool enough to trust House Lazerin again.”
I bit my tongue at that, the truth of it dampening my anger just enough to grasp the fraying threads of my calm.
“The soldiers in that fort are the Queen’s men,” I said. “Her general, your friend, Lord Reyus ben Oristei, along with several of his captains. I have secured reinforcements from Ulta and Montar. With Theria’s support-”
“My House is not yours to command.”
“Those are Alesian soldiers,” I bit back, the threads slipping from my grip. “Your countrymen.”
“They made a choice,” he replied, his stare pitiless as he threw my words back in my face. “They chose to stay and fight for Laezon.”
Dishes rattled as my fist slammed on the table, my chair toppling as I lurched to my feet.
“You fucking coward,” I seethed. “You’d leave two thousand good men to die just to spite me? Have you no honor?”
“You left my son to die,” he snarled. “Do not think to lecture me on honor.”
“Surely not. With Leon gone, there is clearly none of it left in this House.”
His face flushed beet red, his lean frame rising slowly to his feet. “Get out. You and yours are no longer welcome here.”
I held my ground a moment longer, rage turning my voice low and savage.
“I’ll give Leon your regards, shall I? When me and mine see him on the Far Shore.”
Lord Therus’s face paled, his wife frozen in her chair nearby. I planted my palms and leaned forward onto the table.
“May you live a long life, my lord.”
“Get. Out.”
Straightening, I leveled a significant gaze at the elder of his two sons before taking my leave. Servants darted from my path, pressing themselves against the walls as I marched toward the kitchen. Heads turned at my abrupt arrival, cooks and scullery maids startled from their work at the flour-dusted countertops. My cavalry perked like hounds at the tables across the room, their hopeful faces falling when they saw the anger on mine and realized what it meant.
Theria had refused our pleas for aid.
“Time to go,” I barked before turning on my heel and heading for the front door. A chorus of boots scrambled to follow, Finn quick-stepping up beside me. “Where’s Quintin,” I growled, not looking at him.
“Courtyard. Exercises.”
A flustered doorman yanked the massive wooden doors open with little decorum as the five of us barreled down on him, spilling out into the morning light with our packs over our shoulders. Heavy steps trailed us out into the brick-paved forecourt.
“Lady Lazerin!”
Finn and the others closed ranks around me as we turned toward the deep voice at our backs, every hand finding a hilt. My black mood had set all of them on edge.
Titus slowed, wary, raising his hands in a gesture of peace. Despite his exceptional height and breadth, the heir of House Therus was far from just another dumb brute. Regret and anger, guilt and duty warred behind his eyes as he closed the last few steps.
“I’m sorry,” he said, lowering his hands. “I advocated for you, but it’s not my decision.”
When I offered no reply, his gaze flitted to the faces around me. Four hardened men stared back without an ounce of forgiveness between them.
“My father is a good man,” he insisted.
“Good men do not leverage innocent lives for spite,” I said.
“My brother is dead. My mother’s grief twists them both. You must understand.”
“You think I mourn Aubrey any less? Or my parents?” I shook my head, lip curling. “You and yours do not hold the monopoly on grief, Titus. We have all lost.”
His jaw clenched and he glanced from one cavalrymen to the next, reading the truth of my words in each of their faces. Finn had lost a brother on the banks of the Septim. Paul and Luke both had their homes in eastern Laezon burned to ashes, nothing left to their names but their horses and gear. Anton’s mother was one of the fifteen who’d perished in the winter sickness.
“This House will be yours, someday, Titus,” I said. “Its legacy, yours, for better or worse. History remembers those who made the right choice over the easy one.”
He stiffened at that. “There is no easy choice here, my lady.”
“No,” I admitted, “but the choice is yours nonetheless. You can be a good son or a good man. I fear there is no room for both.”
Thick brows darted together in silent rebuke, that simple reaction speaking louder than any words. I wasn’t the only one who saw it. Beside me, Luke blew his breath out his nose in a disgusted huff and started for the stables, Paul trailing shortly after, shaking his head.
“I cannot go against my father,” Titus defended as he watched them retreat.
I scrutinized his face, searching for a solution, refusing to accept the clear defeat pressing in on me from all sides. There had to be something of Leon in him. Something kind. Something manipulatable. He had the same full mouth as his brother, seemingly made for smiling, but his eyes were the hard, dark blue of his mother, so like and yet unlike Adrian’s. Just as ocean-deep, but not a hint of gray in them; a sea without a tempest.
And in an instant, I knew what to do.
“If Theria will not march for Laezon, will its sons at least carry a message to Caelin for me?” I asked.
“Of course. Our courier can take your letter with our own.”
I shook my head. “Not a courier. You.”
He hesitated.
“It’s two days’ ride,” I pressed. “Hardly an inconvenience.”
Whatever he read in my tone, he agreed without further protest. I drew the ring out from beneath my tunic, lifting the chain over my head and piling the tangle of it in his palm.
“And the message?” he asked, staring curiously at it.
“A request for Lord Caerus. One final missive to Daria, on my behalf.”
His head snapped up, eyes narrowing as they met mine. I flashed him a rueful smirk.
“Long odds, now. I’d see my affairs in order.” My smile faded and I closed his fingers over the jewel with emphasis. “You, Titus. No other.”
He didn’t ask me who the ring was for, nor did he balk at the inference that I meant to ride alongside my men into battle. For that alone, I thought better of him. Title aside, he was a soldier at heart. He knew the import of soldier’s goodbye.
He tucked the precious fistful into his pocket with a solemn nod. “I’ll put it in Lord Ignatus’s hand myself.”
“Thank you.”
I extended one arm in truce, the steel of my Freyjan shield gleaming between us. He clasped my forearm in one massive hand.
“Until we meet again,” I said.
In this life or the next.
No one spoke, that first day on the road. Or, rather, no one spoke to me. Finn and the others exchanged low murmurs between them, angry grumblings as they cursed House Therus and speculated about our next steps. I left them to it, not willing to offer what could very well be false hope, no matter how sure I felt about my final gambit with Titus. Instead, I kept to myself, my mind churning as I calculated our dire odds and played through every possibility inside my head. Quintin rode beside me in patient silence.
We neared the forest on the second day. Valor plodded alongside Quintin’s brown gelding in the late morning sun, the fields around us lush with green and patches of wildflowers dotting the grass.
I wondered how long it would be before Persican boots trampled them into mud.
“Liv.”
Quintin’s low warning startled me from my dark thoughts. I followed his gaze to the horizon, to the distant stable camp at the edge of the towering tree line, nearby paddocks dotted with the dark smudges of my family’s legacy. One shape moved apart from the rest, a silhouette growing larger as it approached in haste.
A rider, alone.
In a snap of leather, Finn and the rest of my cavalry spurred their mounts and blustered past, riding out to intercept whoever was headed our way. I barely had to squeeze my knees before Valor took off after them, his powerful legs hammering the dirt.
My men reached the rider first, though not by much. My dappled stallion skipped to a halt beside a long-familiar face.
“Erik.”
James’ brother nodded a brief obeisance from the saddle. “Lady Elivya. We expected you days ago.”
“What’s happened?”
“Reinforcements, miss. Twelve hundred cavalry.”
Quintin and I exchanged a worried glance. “More than we expected,” I said.
“You knew they were coming?” Erik balked.
I nodded. “The Queen told us Persica was sending reserves.”
After a brief pause, a sharp laugh slipped from him and the confusion evaporated from his face. Warm brown eyes lit with a broad grin.
“Not Persicans, miss. Freyjans.”



Chapter 45
It took a bit to straighten out the confusion of it all. Just as Selice had warned, eight hundred Persican cavalry had reached the fort while we’d been away. Captain Rowan’s scouts had reported their arrival three days prior, a cloud of thundering hooves and white banners approaching out of the east. Not even a day later, another storm had descended from the west, a raucous horde of mis-matched armaments and colorful language.
Freyjans, in all their storied glory.
Our makeshift village was abuzz with activity, encircled by a vast sea of tents and horses, the latter crusted with faded smears of paint. The warriors themselves mingled throughout the newly-expanded edges of the camp. Uncommonly tall and broad, the women milled about fully armored, sporting a variety of weapons on backs and hips. Every one of them wore their hair in clusters of tiny braids, tied back or plaited with a few small scraps of fabric woven in.
They were something straight out of my favorite childhood stories, these fierce warrior-women of Frii, and I couldn’t help but stare as we led our mounts through their dense encampment.
A few took notice of our arrival. Murmurs spread, comrades were elbowed, and soon we were the focus of every pair of keen, wary eyes. A prickle of unease crept up the back of my neck.
“Did you earn that, little flower?” a hard voice called out from the throng to my left.
The din around us faded to a lull. A Freyjan of middling years pressed through her comrades, a plethora of colorful cloth scraps adorning her blonde braids. She towered over me, gray-green eyes boring into mine.
“Well?” she pressed, nodding to my left arm.
I glanced down at the lobstered metal plates of my Freyjan shield. The giant woman wore one similar, though hers was bulkier and heavily scarred from years of battle. Mine looked like a piece of costumery in comparison.
When I offered no reply, she leaned in close, her freckled face splitting in a savage grin. “Would you like to?”
A chuckle reverberated through the Freyjan ranks.
Only a fool would accept such a challenge. She was a full handspan taller and about half again my weight. On one hip, a sturdy shortsword hung in its scabbard, a wicked-looking axe on the other. The way she moved, the way she stood, the scars on her skin and the weathered sheen of her armor, all of it was visible proof of what I already knew.
I hadn’t the slightest chance of beating her.
Nevertheless, I smeared a coy grin across my face. “Perhaps you’d be kind enough to give me a demonstration.”
She rocked back on her heels and laughed. “She warned me you were proud. I’m glad to see it was true!”
Selice had called me proud? I supposed that was fair, but it still stung.
“Come, little flower. Show me what you know.” With a grin, the Freyjan turned and swept one chainmail-laden arm across the crowd. “Give us some room, ladies! The girl wants to earn her shield!”
Excited chatter arose as bodies shifted to clear a space. Quintin grabbed my arm and tugged me round to face him, eyes lit with anger and concern.
“Are you mad? She has reach on you. Not to mention experience.”
I shook him off and began shedding extra gear, tossing my cloak across Valor’s saddle alongside my pack.
“Doesn’t matter,” I replied flatly. “You taught me how to fight and a fight is what’s required.”
“I taught you to gauge your advantages. To know when you’re outmatched.”
I loosened my blades in their sheaths. Checked the buckles on the underside of my shield. “Give me your word you won’t interfere.”
He turned his back on me with an aggravated growl, pacing a few steps and scrubbing a hand over his jaw.
“Your word, Quintin.”
He spun back to face me, brows knit and mouth set in a mutinous scowl. Stubborn jackass. I knew he meant well, but I had no time for his overprotectiveness.
“We march on the fort in three weeks’ time,” I said, keeping my voice low, “and right now, we’re outnumbered two-to-one. We need the Freyjans.”
“Then name me in your place.”
“They won’t fight for me if they think I’m a coward.”
His mouth twisted unhappily, but something in his eyes shifted, stubbornness bleeding into desperation. “I can’t just stand here, Liv. I won’t.”
“You will if you want to retake Laezon.”
With that, I brushed past him and went to face my opponent.
She waited on the opposite side of the makeshift sparring circle, arms crossed over a simple steel breastplate and a look of amusement on her face.
“Did he give you permission to play with me, little flower?” she jeered.
Pride flared in my gut but I tamped it back down, mindful of the countless eyes watching. I was still the Lady of Lazerin. If I was going to lose, I needed to lose with dignity, so I kept my expression blank and said nothing as I drew my sword and knife and settled into a stance across from her, reaching for that quiet place at my center.
The Freyjan grinned broadly as she freed her blade and coaxed her wicked axe from its loop. “First blood?” 
“As you wish.”
She rushed me with startling speed. I barely caught her sword before it liberated my head from my shoulders. The force of the blow knocked me off-balance and I stumbled, parrying frantically until she relented.
From there, it only got worse. I deflected and redirected her strikes as best I could, but the Freyjan was overwhelming in her ferocity and I was disgracefully unfamiliar with countering an axe. The one time I managed to slip inside her guard, my knife glanced off her armor and the opening was gone in an instant. Bit by bit, I flagged, faltering, struggling to keep up with her. She hammered me ceaselessly with both blades until at last my guard faltered and she landed a neat slice on my upper arm.
I staggered backward, my sharp cry of pain drowned out by the roar of the Freyjans’ whooping cheers. The warrior sheathed her blades in triumph. My chest heaving, I wrestled my own back into their scabbards and fought the urge to clutch my bleeding arm.
“The little flower has thorns!” she bellowed, offering me her hand.
I clasped her forearm in truce, still gasping for air. “You are relentless, General.”
Shrewd eyes glittered above a feral smile. “It is why they chose me, Lady Lazerin.”

Rising to General Brenna’s challenge ingratiated me in the eyes of our new company. Though I learned that, having lost, I’d not technically earned my right to wear the Freyjan shield, no one else challenged me on it. On the contrary, Brenna and a number of her officers joined us at the main cookfire that night, joking and jostling with my own people as though we were all old friends.
I withdrew to watch them from the edge of the clearing after supper, marveling at the boisterous General and her band of warriors from afar. Crude and loud, they behaved more like the men at the garrison than any women I’d ever seen. Their antics and their boorishness made me smile, though in my heart I felt a pang of quiet envy. They were free in a way I would never be.
Quintin straddled the log beside me in silence, winding a fresh bandage around my arm. I winced when he tightened the final knot.
“Sorry,” he murmured.
The sight of him only inches away immediately wiped all thoughts of Freyjans from my mind. He was hitched up carelessly against me, his knee resting against my leg, the hand of my wounded arm draped across his thigh. We both would have balked at such intimacy, once. Now, his nearness felt as natural as breathing.
“That was exceptionally reckless, you know,” he scolded gently. “Even for you.”
“It was a necessary risk. And a worthwhile one.”
He shot me a look. “It would have been a pointless one, if she’d relieved you of your head.”
A smirk crept across my lips. “You should have more faith in me, Tuvrian. I know what I’m doing, most of the time.”
“I have plenty of faith in you. It’s her I don’t trust.”
I followed his gaze to Brenna and her captains laughing beside the cookfire. “Because she’s Freyjan?”
He hesitated, then frowned and began stuffing the leftover bandages back into their small pouch.
“We don’t know her,” he said, “and accidents happen in the circle.”
His face was a battleground. Like every Tuvrian, he had been raised to loathe his wayward kin, the bitterness of their centuries-old schism passed down through generations. That history was still a part of him, always would be, but seeing him wrestle with those prejudices reminded me just how much he had changed. There was a time not so long ago that he wouldn’t have thought twice about it.
I studied him through the dark, watching the faint glow of the fire dance across his brow. “Would you really have fought her for me?”
His blue eyes lifted to mine, a sad smile easing the hard line of his scowl. “You really have to ask?”
Something small and foolish swelled in my chest. I knew I should smother it, but as he grasped the fallen neck of my tunic and slid it carefully back up over my bandaged shoulder, his fingers brushed across my skin. For the space of a breath, I allowed myself to savor that touch and the warmth of his unapologetic nearness.
Then he stiffened suddenly, shaking me free from that moment of weakness, his eyes fixed on my bare neck.
“Your ring.”
I reached without thinking to my unadorned throat as Quintin surged to his feet.
“Must’ve come loose during the fight,” he said. “I’ll go look around-”
“No.” I snatched his wrist, turning my face up to meet his bewildered stare. “Titus has it.”
“…Titus?”
“Well…Selice, now, with any luck.”
He sank back down onto the log. “You sent it to the Queen?”
“I sent Titus to the Queen.”
The confusion bled from his face.
Along with Adrian’s ring, Titus would unwittingly deliver Lord Ignatus – and by extension, Selice – the news of my failure to sway House Therus to my cause. The young queen did not take disobedience lightly. I’d learned that firsthand. And she’d staked far too much on my plan to simply keep silent and remain hidden, ruse or no. It was one thing to ignore a faceless courier and a piece of paper. Quite another to deny the Heir of Adulil face-to-face.
“One final gambit,” I said wearily. “To see if the son is a better man than the father.”
“And if he’s not?” Quintin’s eyes were guarded, his tone careful. “Lord Adrian will still get your ring. You’ll have renounced your contract for nothing.”
“I played the pieces I had left. Alesia’s future matters far more than my own.”
The curve of his frown told me he meant to argue, but he swallowed the words when he spotted Brenna ambling over to us through the dark.
“Such serious faces,” she mused. “Talking about me?”
“About the Queen,” I replied, doing my best to sound unbothered by her interruption. “And about our allies.”
“I certainly hope you have some.” Brenna dropped to the ground nearby, holding her wine cup aloft to keep it from spilling. “Six thousand Persicans? We’re good, little thorn, but not that good.”
“The Ultans will be here within a week, and the Montreans a week or so after that.”
She stilled, brows arching as though this was wildly unexpected news. I furrowed my own.
“Surely Her Majesty told you.”
“Oh yes,” she snorted, waving a hand southeast toward the fort. “At our weekly tea and knitting in the bailey.”
Had Selice chosen not to reveal herself to the Freyjans? It seemed an unnecessary precaution. The Freyjans had been defending Alesia’s borders for well over a year. Their loyalty to the Crown was unquestionable.
“You met with Lord Ignatus, then?” I asked.
Brenna’s face pinched. “Why would I? It’s Laezon we came for, not House Caerus.”
“But…” I blinked at her, unable to reconcile the disconnect. “Then why are you here?”
She hitched one shoulder and looked around. “A little bird told me you might need some help. Gotta say, crow, you certainly look the part.”
I blanched at the moniker. Only one person in the world had ever called me crow.
“Trina’s alive?” I breathed.
“Alive enough to sneak past my sentries and into my gods-be-damned tent in the middle of the night. Vicious little thing.” Brenna’s ever-present grin turned wicked. “I liked her.”
I shook my head, my mind reeling. Trina had survived her encounter with the Nightingale. Had she killed her mentor? Had Trina replaced her as the head of the Aviary? And why would she trek halfway across Alesia to secure aid for me? We weren’t exactly friends.
“She sent a message for you,” Brenna added, draining the rest of her cup. “Said she’d find you in Kingston when your business here is done.”
“Assuming we win.”
The General tilted her head in concession. “If you have the allies you claim, I’d wager we can make a good show of it.”
I wished I felt as certain as she sounded.
“In the meantime,” Brenna said, heaving herself to her feet, “you and I have some work to do. Your little friend says you’re a fair shot, but your steel is shit. It’s time someone taught you to use that shield properly.”
I hesitated, glancing toward Quintin. To my surprise, he was watching me with a knowing half-smile.
“It’s a good opportunity,” he said.
“I thought you didn’t trust her.”
He eyed the General sidelong. “She could have killed you a dozen times in that match. She didn’t.”
“I could kill her now,” Brenna offered cheerfully.
“I’ve done the best I can,” Quintin added, ignoring her, “but when it comes to the shield, I’ve been making it up as I go. Besides, you need to spar someone other than me. As many different opponents as possible, ideally.”
“Come, now, you’ll hurt my feelings,” Brenna drawled.
I straightened and looked up at her. “Thank you, General. It would be an honor to learn from you.”
Her smile turned feral. “Oh, don’t thank me yet, little thorn.”

Gods, she was brutal. As brutal as Quintin had been in the beginning. Though she didn’t bother with fancy footwork to send me to the dirt as often as my Tuvrian had, she had no qualms about cracking me with the flat of her blade whenever the opportunity arose. Needless to say, I accumulated a colorful variety of welts.
After a week, she began pitting me against her soldiers and I found myself on the receiving end of a wide variety of thrashings. Swords, spears, daggers, axes, maces, even one woman with a halberd; they all sent me to the dirt with humiliating ease. After every defeat, Brenna would beckon and I would limp over to the tree she reclined against with arms crossed and judicious eyes glinting.
What did you learn, little thorn?
I learned just how inept my three years of training had left me in comparison. Not for any lack of effort or failure of instruction, but for the sheer dedication the Freyjans showed to the arts of war. Every girl began training from the age of seven, and by the general’s description it was a merciless affair every bit as grueling as the one Tuvrian boys endured. For ten years, they drilled and sparred and bled, pitted against one another daily until, at seventeen, they were allowed to join the ranks of their Freyjan sisters. 
Every one of them rose with the dawn, spreading out among the trees in small groups. The clamor of steel filled the air every morning for hours, echoing up into the canopy and drawing a number of curious eyes. They didn’t need the practice. They were born to the sword, just as Quintin was. It was as natural as breathing, to them.
He left off his own practice to come and watch my progress a few times, which only left me more self-conscious and apt to make mistakes. After witnessing my second trouncing of the morning – generously supplied by a lightning-quick redhead with a pair of long daggers – he turned to Brenna with a tilt of his head.
“Not really fair,” he commented. “They’ve all got at least a decade of training on her.”
“She wanted to learn,” Brenna said, keeping those gray-green eyes fixed on me as I gasped for breath in the center of the circle. “She’s learning.”
My opponent gave me a good-natured slap on the back as she left to rejoin her comrades, hips and red braids swaying. Crossing to a nearby tree, I fetched a bulging waterskin and yanked the cork free.
“She’ll never be facing anyone like us,” Quintin said.
Brenna did look at him, then, raising a dubious brow. “Know that for sure, do you? Didn’t think you’d matched the Persicans in the field before.”
His jaw clenched, a flash of pride in his eyes. “Put her against Rowan’s boys.”
She snorted. “Those pups barely know which end of the sword to hold.”
“It’s fine,” I called out, but neither of them seemed to hear. Bruises or no bruises, I didn’t want to be coddled, and listening to them talk about me as though I wasn’t there was starting to get on my nerves.
“She can take it,” Brenna dismissed. “Besides, what happens if she does cross someone like us? We’re not the only ones who start ours early.”
“She has me for that.”
Another snort as the general gave him a searing once-over. “Such confidence. I see not much has changed in six centuries. Tuvrians still think with their cocks.”
An angry flush tinted his cheeks as he held her condescending stare. Quintin was not a small man, but the general easily met him at eye level. Tension crackled in the air between them, generations of bad blood surging to the fore.
“Fuck’s sake,” I snarled as I crossed the circle toward them and shoved the waterskin against Quintin’s chest. “This was your idea, remember?” Brenna’s eyes glinted with amusement as mine shifted her way. “And as much fun as I’m having getting my ass carved up each morning, it might help to throw a bit of variety into the mix.”
A grin crept across her scarred face as my Tuvrian glowered beside her. Satisfied, I pushed past them toward the cookfire to see Amita about some breakfast.
Despite the contention between their peoples, Quintin and Brenna came to some measure of accord and from that day on, I was pitted against Freyjans and cavalry alike.
Whether out of curiosity or a desire to prove themselves, a few of Brenna’s more cocksure soldiers invited my wheat-haired guardian to spar with them. Though he initially refused, when he finally did relent, I could tell he was glad for the challenge. Practicing with me certainly offered no contest, and it had been long years since he’d faced an opponent of comparable skill.
I watched from the periphery as he matched up against one Freyjan after another, the stiffness in his shoulders gradually easing as he relaxed into each bout. It bolstered me, to witness their commensurate skill in action. The boisterous warriors of Frii used their shields in a style not terribly dissimilar to my own, though their overall approach to combat was markedly more aggressive than the one I’d been taught. It inspired me to see women hold their own against a man as skilled as Quintin. For his part, my Tuvrian reveled in each contest, sweaty and grinning by the end of every match. They drew a crowd, and Amita struggled to keep everyone on task during those weeks.
In addition to swordplay, I learned more about the Freyjans as the days wore on. Words like discretion and shame seemed wholly foreign to them. They lived their lives with an unapologetic candor that saw our evenings filled with laughter and several of the camp’s residents in Freyjan bedrolls. Will caught the eye of one particular brown-haired warrior and joined her in her tent more nights than not, and the lot of us learned firsthand that Freyjan women are not shy about their conquests, on the battlefield or off it.
Will was not the only one to receive such attentions. General Brenna’s unit had been away from home for long months, and there were plenty of unattached men – and women – among our forest encampment. Even a few of the younger gezgin men allowed themselves a bit of recreation, though it drew disapproving murmurs from their elders and not a few jealous tears from the unmarried girls among their ranks.
Despite his long history of denouncing my own immodest activities, Quintin tolerated it all with surprisingly good humor.
Finally, after a painful wait, scouts from the stable camp announced the arrival of our reinforcements. The thousand infantry from Ulta filtered into the forest, pitching tents and clearing firepits in the trees south of the camp, led by the grizzled Lord Ulitri himself. A week later, Lucius returned with a thunderous mass of heavy cavalry at his back. Nearly sixteen hundred horses rode in from the north, trailed by a massive supply train of wagons largely filled with grain and hay. Before long, our tiny forest camp had transformed into a sprawling blanket of tents that stretched as far as the eye could see.
With our reinforcements arrived and time waning, we rode out with the leaders of our cumulative forces to survey the state of the siege.
We neared the forest’s edge around mid-afternoon, our mounts winded from the pace we’d pushed. As our destination grew close, though, we dismounted and made the last part of the trek on foot. A flutter of waxwings overhead gave us all a start, but we reached the woods’ edge without incident, not a scout or patrol in sight. The silence we’d maintained through the entirety of our journey darkened as the distant fort came into view.
I’d seen it before, but not for months. Rowan’s patrols had brought me weekly reports which I passed along to Selice. Hearing about it and seeing it firsthand were two very different things.
In the valley below us lay a sprawl of tents and equipment. Persica’s numbers had swelled, siege engines brought in or built in the months we’d spent huddled in our lodges. Catapults had carved deep scars in the battlements, the golden sun of Adulil fluttering high above in the breeze, a steadfast taunt to the masses below. Siege towers hovered just out of bow range on every side. The charred skeletons of two loomed abandoned near the eastern walls. Riders came and went from my family’s manor in the distance, now the enemy command’s headquarters, the vast estate barely a smudge on the horizon.
Quintin fetched up beside me, his shoulder brushing mine.
“So many…” I breathed, staring down at the enemy spread out before us.
After a brief moment, his hand settled on my lower back, a simple gesture of reassurance that braced me more than any words ever could. As inconspicuously as I could, I leaned into his warm, solid frame, letting his presence steady me. But when Brenna shuffled over with her two captains, his touch quickly vanished.
“What are you thinking, little thorn?” she asked.
I told her the regurgitated tactics from Traius’ Treatise that I’d shared with Quintin weeks before. She processed the lot of it in silence, eyes sweeping the sea of white in the valley beyond.
“It’s a shit plan,” she said at length, though not unkindly. “Might’ve worked before, but not with those new patrols.” She nodded to the distant smudges of scouts making neatly-spaced loops around the whole perimeter of the fort. “They’re too tight and that’s too much ground to cover for heavy cavalry. They’ll spot your Lances long before they can close, and the relays will summon reinforcements before your boys can get out again. You want a thousand dead cavalry? That’s how you get them.”
I swallowed a curse and kept my mouth shut.
“And even if you hit the north camp hard enough to make a dent, they’ll be wise to you by the time you regroup. Try taking a few thousand infantry across that field unnoticed then.” She shook her head, scanning the vast field between us and the fort. “And then there’s the simple numbers of it.”
“There are nearly two thousand men inside those walls,” I said, earning myself a sideways glance that quickly put me in my place.
“You’d have to get them out first, girl, and if the Persicans have a single brain between the lot of them, they’ll keep that from happening at all costs. Surprise is your best and only advantage, here.”
I sucked my teeth a moment before replying. “Then tell me how best to use it.”



Chapter 46
When the Freyjans presented their plan to our assembly of camp leaders and the commanders of the Montrean and Ultan forces, that night, it was far better than any I could have thought up on my own. Once the whole of it had been laid out and picked apart over the course of two hours, we parted ways without fanfare, each of us knowing our role.
The camp had fallen to a hush in the late hours of the evening, the main cookfire still crackling cheerfully. Lucius offered me a solemn nod as he departed, Lord Ulitri already trudging off into the dark. Brenna and her captains conferred in serious tones nearby. Quintin lingered behind with me as the rest of our makeshift war council retired to the lodges.
From his stiff shoulders to the scowl on his face, I could see the inevitable argument gathering like storm clouds over our heads. Brenna had offered me a command of cavalry, and I’d accepted without hesitation.
“I don’t like it,” he said once we were alone.
“Brenna has more experience than any of us,” I replied evenly. “If she says this is our best bet, I’m inclined to believe her.”
“You know I’m not talking about the plan.” He settled his elbows on his knees, glaring at the rudimentary map we’d scratched in the dirt. “I don’t want you out there.”
“That’s not your decision to make.”
“You don’t belong on the field.” His flat tone dragged me back to those contentious days under my father’s roof, as though nothing had ever changed between us. It hurt; his lack of confidence, most of all.
“And where do I belong?” I asked, unable to keep a bit of stiffness from my voice. “In the field tent with Amita, stitching up the wounded?”
“It would be safer-”
“It would be a waste. I’ve more training than half these boys.”
“Half those boys aren’t the head of one of the Seven Great Houses.”
“Laezon is my responsibility. That is my home. I’ll not send others to die for it without risking the same.”
Pale eyes snapped to me, hard and angry in the flickering firelight. “Then you’re a damn fool, because that’s exactly what you should be doing.” He flung a hand toward a cluster of Lucius’ cavalry in the distance. “These are soldiers, Elivya. You think any one of their lords would think twice about sending them into battle in their stead?”
“Lord Ulitri is here with his men. Lucius is here. Brenna is here.”
“Lord Grayson has two grown sons and a handful of grandchildren. Lucius is third in line for his House. And you know damned well the Freyjans have no noble bloodline.”
In that much, at least, he had a point. If Brenna fell on the field, her captains would simply meet and elect another from among their ranks to take her place. Such has always been the way, in Frii. Still, I wasn’t about to sit knitting in the woods while thousands of men risked all to reclaim my province.
“You taught me to fight,” I pressed, leveling a stubborn gaze at him and battling the frustration rising in my voice. “For three years. Why bother if I’m never to put it to use?”
“I taught you to defend yourself. Not to go racing off into battle like some damned Freyjan with a grudge.”
“I have every right to choose my own fate, same as you.”
“Then choose to be smart,” he insisted. “Leave the fighting to the soldiers. Stand on the field when it’s won.”
“I’ll not set foot on it ‘less I’ve earned the right to,” I spat, bristling. “Bled for it – killed for it, same as any other man out there.”
A snort of disgust and an exasperated shake of his head were all the reply he offered. I narrowed my eyes at him in the dark.
“You know me better than anyone, Quintin. Why would you fight me on this?”
“You could be injured. Killed.”
“We’re at war, or haven’t you noticed?”
“It’s dangerous.”
I barked a harsh, incredulous laugh. “Of course it’s dangerous! It’s a fucking battlefield!”
“And you have no place on it!” he snarled back. The shock and hurt must have been written plain on my face because he recoiled with immediate regret, turning away and raking a thick hand through his hair. Then he stood with a muttered curse and stalked off into the night.
I watched him go, stunned to silence as he vanished beyond the ring of the cookfire’s light. I knew he wouldn’t like my leading a charge of cavalry, but I never would have guessed he still harbored such emphatic disapproval to the whole of my presence on the field. After all, he’d been the one to suggest I train with Brenna and the others these last weeks. Why push me if not to prepare for the fight ahead?
Something soft and heavy thumped over my shoulder, drawing me from my wounded thoughts. I looked up to see blonde braids and a wry smirk, a full wine skin draped across my collarbone. She sank onto a nearby stump when I took the offering, tugging the cork free and downing a sullen mouthful.
To my relief, she didn’t ask about Quintin or offer any unsolicited words of advice. Instead, we just sat there for a good long while in companionable silence, passing a skin of wine back and forth and staring at the flames. I knew she’d heard our argument – she and everyone else within shouting distance. In the space she gave me, my mind churned back through every bitter word, dismantling the pride and the hurt. In its place, only reason remained, leaving me feeling bruised and hollow.
“He’s right, as usual,” I finally muttered with a resigned sigh.
Leather straps creaked as she shifted in her seat, propping one foot up on a nearby log. “Is he, now.”
“I shouldn’t be on the field. I’m not ready.”
A sharp laugh hissed through her nostrils. “You think anyone is ready, the first time? I can guarantee you he wasn’t,” she scoffed, hoisting her other leg and crossing her ankles. “Your first battle’s a lot like your first fuck. Clueless, going into it, but you figure it out as you go.”
It made me laugh, dispelling some measure of my gloom. “Doesn’t seem like a very good approach.”
She shrugged. “Sink or swim, little thorn. We’re all reborn the same: in blood and pain and shit. Over and over again, from the womb to the field to the grave. Ain’t no nice way about it.” After a mouthful of wine, she passed the skin back. “Should be a sight less harrowing for you than most. Unless I miss my guess, you’ve already got faces on you.”
I stiffened in surprise, my fingers closing slowly on the offered bota. Gray-green eyes searched mine, reading the answer in my dumbstruck silence.
“How many?” she asked, low and solemn.
I carried dozens in my heart, now, but I knew she only meant those struck down by my own hand.
“…Three.”
Another harsh laugh slipped from her. “Fuck’s sake. If that’s not ready, I don’t know what is.” Shifting her axe on her hip, she stared off into the dark. “Don’t take it to heart, girl. Men are no good at handling their own fear. Tuvrians least of all.”
“Quintin’s not afraid,” I dismissed.
“He’s afraid for you, little thorn, and you’re as blind as he is if you don’t see it.”
 I mulled over that notion a long while, the general content to leave me to my thoughts as the night deepened around us. The few lingering soldiers and refugees gradually abandoned their post-dinner conversations for the lodges and tents. Eventually, only the owls and the crickets interrupted that stillness, a pale half-moon hanging overhead.
“He’s good, you know,” Brenna murmured at last. “Your Tuvrian. One of the best I’ve seen.”
I huffed a quiet laugh and raised the long-forgotten bota to my lips. “Don’t tell him that.”
“Is he as good in the furs as he is in the circle?”
I choked on my mouthful of wine. “How the hells would I know?”
She shot me a dubious glance. “I see the way you look at him. The way he watches you.”
“It isn’t like that.”
“No? Rumor has it you’re in need of an heir. And that you share his bedroll on occasion.”
“Once,” I corrected, my face heating, “and for nothing more than sleep. I’m betrothed to Adrian Van Dryn.”
She eyed me a moment longer before turning back to the fire, a smirk on her lips. “Shame. He’d make some fierce pups, that one. Thick shoulders and hard stares, the lot of them.”
“You’re welcome to make him an offer,” I muttered.
Brenna chuckled, then shifted, dropping her propped feet back to the dirt and taking the wine skin from me.
“He’s wrong, though,” she said after a swallow. “About you. You belong on that field every bit as much as I do.”
“I’m no Freyjan.”
A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “‘I’ll not set foot on it, ‘less I’ve earned the right to,’” she quoted slowly. “‘Bled for it. Killed for it. Same as any man.’” Her grin widened a fraction and she shot me a pointed look. “Oh, you’re Freyjan, girl. No doubt about it. Maybe not in blood, but your worth is not determined by what lies in your veins – or between your legs.”
Then she stood and dropped the nearly-empty skin into my lap.
“Freyjans bow to the will of no man,” she said, quiet and firm. “You are your own person, little thorn. Don’t ever forget it.”



Chapter 47
Valor shifted beneath me, echoing my unsettled nerves, the quiet of the forest around us pierced by the steady rattle of armor. In the distance, a host of unknown men and horses marched through the trees.
“Friends of yours?” Brenna asked from atop her stocky warmblood.
I squinted in an attempt to make out the sigil on the white flag fluttering over their masses, but it was too far away. I couldn’t be certain. The force had come from the south. They could just as easily be Persican as Alesian, and our scouts hadn’t dared get close enough to be sure.
Without warning, Brenna dug in her heels and spurred her mount toward them.
“Wait!” I hissed, but she was already gone. Her horse picked his way proudly around one thicket after another until I could barely see her for the trees, just a flash of her red cloak in the distance. Her gregarious tone rang out and the soldiers came to a thunderous halt, and we all waited with bated breath. The Freyjan captains on my left stared through the forest with brows knit over hawk-sharp eyes.
After a moment, a shrill whistle cut through the air, and the women beside me relaxed visibly.
“It’s safe,” one murmured. “Come on.”
I dared not hope until I saw them for myself. The white flag I’d spotted at a distance was that of the Queen, Adulil’s golden sunburst blazing at its center; beside it, the serpent and staff of House Caerus, its red and white cross behind. Below both, the Royal Physician himself sat at the head of a large host of men atop a long-legged white mare.
I’d never considered Lord Ignatus an intimidating man. His thinning hair and lean physique had never inspired as much, not to mention his awkwardly utilitarian choice of dress, but the man who sat straight-backed in that saddle was no feeble old medic. Though he wore no armor, no blade on his hip, he exuded an unyielding presence.
And on either side of him, the brothers Therus glowered at me from their saddles.
“Lord Caerus.” I offered Ignatus a small bow in greeting. “You gave us a start.”
“Apologies, Lady Lazerin,” he replied crisply. “I’m here to deliver my bannermen, since it seems Theria requires reminding of its allegiances.” He glared sidelong at Titus, who had the grace to look ashamed.
“We’re grateful for your aid,” I said. “You and your men are a welcome sight. Thank you, my lords.”
Ignatus waved me off. “Thank me with your hospitality, Lady Lazerin. I am not accustomed to the saddle and it has been a very long road.”
With a few shouted orders, the Therian infantry broke ranks to make camp. Ignatus and several others fell in alongside my own escort as we turned our mounts back toward the heart of our now-sprawling village. As we rode, Titus fetched up beside me. I could feel the tension in him, his hands gripping the reins tightly as he fought to keep his anger in check.
“That was a dirty trick, my lady,” he growled.
“I needed your men.”
“You might’ve asked.”
“I did ask,” I replied flatly. “You and yours said no.”
The bridge of his nose crinkled and he spurred his mount without another word, circling back to join his brother at the rear. Brenna quickly took his place, glancing over one shoulder with a lupine smirk before leaning toward me in confidence.
“You can keep your Tuvrian,” she purred. “Did you see the size of him?” Braids rustled as she cast another furtive glance over her shoulder at Titus, her grin widening. “Babes as big as mountains, little thorn. I do like a challenge.”

By the time we made our way back, the main camp was buzzing with rumor. Word of the scouts’ sighting had spread like wildfire, but the news that the approaching forces were friendly hadn’t quite reached everyone’s ears. It took time to reassure the worried crowd that there was nothing to fear.
Amidst the chaos, Quintin’s blue eyes caught mine from afar. I’d barely seen him in days, our only interaction a wordless tension as we returned to our adjacent bedrolls in the lodge each night. I longed to make amends, but before I could break free from the masses, he turned and disappeared back into the camp.
Stubborn ass.
As the crowds dispersed, Emir and Will made their way over to me. Their unhappy expressions gave away their intent before they ever uttered a word.
“Absolutely not,” I said, turning and leading Valor toward the stables. The two men quick-stepped up beside me.
“Captain Rowan says we’re to be left with the rearguard,” Will complained.
“It’s not up for discussion.”
“Beggin’ your pardon, miss, but it damn well should be. We’ve been waiting all winter for a crack at those bastards.”
“Those ‘bastards’ are some of the most battle-tested soldiers in the world.” I halted outside the stables and began working at the buckles of Valor’s tack. “The two of you know these woods as well as anyone, now. Someone needs to stay behind, to protect the camp and lead the others, if things go poorly.”
“There are a dozen lasses who are a fair shot with a bow now, thanks to you, and Amita doesn’t need our help. She can manage this lot just fine.”
I turned toward them with a frown, but Will didn’t give me the chance to get a word in.
“Quintin himself’s been teachin’ us since last summer, and most of the boys from Bendton already know their way around a blade. They send their lads to the garrison, same as any.” He gestured to Emir. “And you know you’ve got no better marksmen than the gezgin.”
“Will-”
“This is our fight, miss,” he pressed. “That’s our home. Don’t ask us to sit by and watch a bunch of Montreans and Ultans take it back for us. We’d never live down the shame of it.”
In his face, I saw the same pride, the same sense of duty that drove me to rebel against Quintin’s better judgement. My protests withered on my tongue. How was I any better, to demand caution at the expense of their beliefs? It wasn’t my place to deny them, no matter how much I feared for their safety. Laezon was just as much theirs as mine.
I turned to Emir. “And you?”
“You make home for us, when no other would try,” he replied solemnly. “Let us fight for it, anchin.”
After a long moment, I nodded and extended one hand to Emir. Once he’d clasped it, I offered it to Will. Then they bowed, fists to chests, and left me to share the news with the others.

Dusk was settling over the forest by the time I’d finished making arrangements with Brenna for the self-proclaimed Laezon militia. That she managed to make time for such things at all was a marvel. She had her hands full coordinating the over two thousand newly-arrived Therian infantry and working their numbers into our battle plans. Still, she assured me that suitable armor would be located to outfit all forty-or-so of the men and women from the camp who had expressed a desire to fight. The militia would take a position in the infantry’s core, but Will would stay with me. My cavalry detachment needed a scout, and in the face of that formidable woman, I chose not to argue the point.
Only one task remained, drawing me to the river as the sun’s fiery descent set the canopy overhead aflame.
“I know I’m a pain in the ass,” I called out and watched Quintin’s back stiffen. He sat on a boulder jutting out into the water, trousers rolled up to the knees and boots cast aside on the bank. The whetstone fell still against the blade in his lap, half-empty baldric leaning nearby.
“Finally figured that out, did you?” he called back over the low rush of the river.
“But I’m not wrong.”
“No,” he said, making a final half-hearted pass down the steel and tossing the stone aside. “No, you’re not.”
The blade hissed back into its sheath beside its twin. Quintin stood in a single lithe motion and, brushing off his hands, hopped down from the boulder to meet me. He halted a good five steps away, far enough to mimic the chasm that had formed between us.
“You’re a decent fighter, Liv, and gods know I’ve never seen anyone more at home on the back of a horse, but battle is chaos. I can’t protect you out there.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but he held up one hand and I bit my tongue. I’d come to speak my piece. It was only fair to let him speak his.
“I know your temper,” he said. “And I know how badly you want revenge for Aubrey and your parents. That anger makes you reckless.” He leveled a pointed look at me. “But if you can promise me you’ll keep your head, that you’ll listen if I tell you to run, if you can promise me that, I’ll ride with you.”
My heart twisted in my chest. Why did he have to be so insufferably good? I didn’t deserve his loyalty. The earnest look on his face, the worry and the resolve I saw there only made me feel more wretched. I chewed my cheek, mustering my courage.
“I don’t want you to ride with me, Quintin.”
He blinked at me as my soft words sank in. Shifting on his feet, his brows darted together in a flicker of hurt.
“What do you mean, you don’t-”
“I need you to lead the militia.”
Another pause, his voice hardening. “The militia.”
“Yes-”
“What militia.”
I struggled to keep my calm as he retreated back behind that wall of stone. “The Bendton boys. The gezgin. The refugees we trained.”
He scoffed, eyes darting away from me and back again. “Students.”
“Fighters.”
“Amateurs,” he corrected. He jabbed a finger at the ground. “Untested. Unblooded. Barely trained.”
“It’s their decision. They know the risks.”
“If they want to help, they can stay and guard the camp.”
“They want to be on the field.”
“They’ll panic at the first fucking volley, Liv!”
“Not if you’re there to steady them.”
“They don’t belong out there.”
“And who does?” I bit back, my pride rearing its ugly head. “Not them. Not me.”
He had the wherewithal to keep his mouth shut, turning from me to gather his boots from the riverbank as I glared daggers at his back.
“Brenna seems to disagree with you on all counts.”
He snatched up his baldric, his tone icy. “Knows you so well, does she?”
I bristled, unable to keep the bitterness from my voice. “You don’t seem to have any problem following her into battle. I haven’t heard a word from you about the twelve hundred other women you’ll be fighting beside.”
He turned toward me, boots in hand and a look of sheer disbelief plastered across his face.
“That’s what you think this is about? You think it’s because you’re a woman?”
“You’re Tuvrian, aren’t you?” I spat. “Would we even be having this conversation if I were a man?”
He huffed a humorless laugh, gave his head a small shake, and marched toward the camp that lay beyond the trees behind me.
“I need your answer,” I added stiffly, “concerning the militia.”
He blustered past without reply, not even glancing my way. That awful pride surged in my veins and I spun to shout at his retreating figure.
“Armsman!”
He halted abruptly, a lifetime of discipline etched on his bones. His hands clenched into fists at his sides, but he turned on his heel after only a brief hesitation, spine straight and shoulders squared.
Ah, gods, the look on his face. Impenetrable stone, empty and unfeeling. An iron bulwark, locking me firmly outside. I’d almost forgotten what that mask of his looked like, after so long.
“Forgive me, Lady Lazerin,” he grated out, offering a crisp bow that made me wither inside myself. “Of course it would be my honor.”
The hard glint in his eyes said much the opposite.
I almost wished he’d go back to shouting at me, cursing and calling me a fool. Anything would have been easier to bear than that utter eviction from his confidence. This whole exchange had spiraled so far out of control. I’d come to make amends, to bridge the canyon that had formed between us. Instead, I’d only carved it deeper.
Quintin began to turn away, as though he couldn’t bear the sight of me any longer. His cold fury stung, his lack of confidence a lingering, open wound. The small, cruel parts of me wanted to hurt him the way he’d hurt me.
“I’ve not dismissed you.”
He paused, the barest curl of his lip the only lapse in his composure. “With all due respect, my lady, I no longer serve House Lazerin.”
“Then why are you still here?” I demanded. “Why did you stay?”
He clenched his jaw, offering no response.
“I asked you a question, armsman.”
Whatever forbearance kept him standing at attention quickly evaporated. He turned his back on me and started toward the camp once more. 
“What am I, to you?” I shouted after him as he faded into the trees. His curt reply drifted back to me, flat and emotionless, cutting me to the bone.
“My charge.”



Chapter 48
We moved our camp to the southeast side of the forest, far enough into the trees to allow for a few central cookfires. A strict ban on other campfires was firmly enforced, as well as a standing order for silence. We would take as few risks as possible. It wasn’t easy to keep nearly six thousand soldiers quiet, but with the Freyjans’ help, we managed it for three whole days.
If you’ve ever found yourself bound to idleness, you’ll know the torture of it. Every one of us itched for action, for purpose, for something – anything – besides the interminable waiting. With our enemy so close we could almost smell them, it was nearly unbearable, but our plan relied on a single key element: darkness. Though the moon had waned to a mere sliver, even that cast far too much light over the Persican-infested fields of Laezon. To the chagrin of our daily post-supper war council, each night remained persistently clear.
And so we waited.
For three excruciating days, I was left wholly to the mercy of my thoughts. Though the racket of sparring was strictly prohibited, my solitary drills offered no reason for protest so I spent countless hours alone amid the trees, trying to focus on the coming battle and the promise of revenge. The anger I’d long buried stirred like a dark beast in my chest, its impatient claws interrupted only by the pang of guilt I felt whenever I caught a glimpse of Quintin across the camp.
He’d not spoken or even deigned to look at me since our argument by the river, but he was a man of his word. I’d seen him talking to Will and Emir, organizing our motley militia into some semblance of structure and helping Brenna to fit them for what spare armor could be found. A scavenged pile of the same awaited me inside my tent when I returned to it on the second night, featuring a breastplate of lobstered leather panels with a few pieces of steel to guard the most vital areas. My father’s helm sat beside it on my bedroll, the inside heavily padded to make it fit my significantly smaller skull, a gorget dangling from the chinstrap.
I turned it over in my hands, fingers sifting through the evergreen plume of horsetail sprouting from its dome. By all accounts, my father had been a fierce warrior; big as a mountain and fearless on the field. I was…me. Small and flawed and routinely afraid, but too proud to shrink from what I knew to be my duty.
Pride can only get you so far, he’d said to me once. But pride and stubbornness were all I had. That, and the simmering hate I harbored for my enemy.
I wasn’t sure it would be enough.
At long last, on the third night, the overcast sky lingered and Brenna ordered everyone to get a few hours’ sleep and be ready to move at midnight. My bedroll offered no rest, though I’d retired to my tent obediently as soon as she had dismissed our council. I tossed and turned atop it, my mind racing as the reality of what was to come settled over me in full.
Battle. Only hours away. Death and chaos and the untenable future of my House awaited me on that pitch-black field. A measure of vengeance too, if I had the skill to claim it. The quiver beside me, stuffed with fresh arrows, promised every opportunity to do so.
The yew bow alongside it made me second-guess the cost.
Abandoning all hope of sleep, I gathered up my fears and my doubts and slipped out into the night toward the distant glow of nearest cookfire. A handful of sleepless faces sat scattered around that dwindling light, a few soldiers offering me casual salutes as I picked my way through the trees and into their midst. A pair of sky blue eyes flicked up from across the clearing, dragging my steps to a timid halt. Belt knife and whetstone in hand, he’d fallen just as still at the sight of me, the fading flames lighting his face.
For a moment, I considered finding another cookfire to haunt, but my leaden feet refused to move and his gaze held me just as captive. With the looming possibility of death – his or mine or both – I didn’t want to leave things as they were between us. Not after everything. Not after all he’d done for me, all he’d been to me. I didn’t want our last words to be ones spoken in anger.
By the way his expression softened, neither did he.
I scattered the pages of my apology across my face like the surface of a solicitor’s desk. His lips curved in reply, a bruised half-smile that told me he felt the same hollow ache that crowded my chest – regret for the wounds we’d dealt one another.
I crossed the clearing and shuffled to a halt beside him.
“You should be asleep,” he scolded quietly.
“So should you.”
He knew me. I didn’t bother trying to conceal my unease. Despite our unspoken truce, my mind yet spun, chest tight with preemptive guilt for the blood to be shed come morning. I didn’t want to be alone with the dark torrent of my thoughts. Sheathing his dagger, he shifted to make room for me against the log at his back.
I sank to the ground beside him, close enough that my arm pressed against his. We didn’t speak for a long while. There was comfort in that silent reconciliation, a reassurance that steadied my shaking nerves – one piece I could put right, before the end.
“That was a clever bit you pulled, in Theria,” he said finally, keeping his voice low. “Sending Titus to Caelin. To the Queen.”
“I’m just glad it worked.”
“You doubted Lord Caerus would pass on your ring?”
“No, but I wasn’t sure it would change his mind, seeing her. Titus is a good man, but I believed him when he said he wouldn’t go against his father’s decision.” My mouth quirked at the memory of the Royal Physician glowering at his bannermen. “Certainly didn’t expect Ignatus to show up, dragging the lot of them by their ears.”
Quintin shook with a quiet chuckle. “Must’ve been a sight.” He paused, the words wavering on his tongue before he committed to voicing them. “I could still ride with you. Emir can-”
“No,” I cut him off as gently as I could. “They need you with them. I need you with them, so I don’t have to worry.”
“You’ll just leave the worrying to me, then, is that it?”
“You’re so much better at it,” I drawled. “Besides, you’re a shit shot from the saddle.”
He huffed a laugh and shouldered me sourly. I shoved back against him with a smirk. After a brief moment of levity, we settled beneath the looming weight of the battle to come. On the other side of the fire, I watched a handful of Therian soldiers pass a flask back and forth, hollow eyes staring into the flames. I couldn’t help but wonder if they thought of home, or family, or simply worried what fate awaited them with the dawn.
“Are you afraid?” Quintin murmured.
“Afraid to fail,” I replied honestly. “Afraid for those who will suffer, if we do.”
Across from me, one of the soldiers worried at a bit of wood with his belt knife, a figurine gradually taking shape. A horse, by the looks of it, or maybe a dog. Whatever it was meant to be, it reminded me of Leanne and baby Seth at the stable camp. A fresh flicker of dread striped through me. If we failed, the Persicans would send skirmishers into the forest.
“Amita will look after them,” he reassured, as though he could read my troubled thoughts. “And Brenna left two dozen of her Freyjans behind.”
I fell silent at that, the mention of the General dredging up echoes of our argument. The shame of it still haunted me, that I had resorted to such petty means to bend him to my will. I’d sworn long ago to do whatever it took to see Persica driven from our lands and Solomon’s blood on my blade, but to hurl my rank at him like a dagger, to manipulate him as though he meant no more to me than any other piece on the board, felt like I had crossed a line in my soul.
“I’m sorry,” I murmured. “I’m sorry I treated you like that. I never want that to be the way of things between us.”
After a long moment, Quintin’s low voice rolled into that stillness. “…It was never about you being a woman, Liv.”
The dubious look I shot him made his mouth twist into a wry grin.
“Maybe in the beginning,” he conceded, “but not now. Not for a long time. You’ve as much right to that steel as any man.” A smirk crept into his voice. “Even if your backstroke is still shit.”
My elbow met his ribs in reply. After a moment, his tone turned solemn once more.
“But I owe your father a great deal,” he added, staring into the fire crackling before us, “and he entrusted me with your safety. That is not a debt I can just set aside.”
“My father is gone,” I reminded gently.
“…Hard habit to break, is all.”
A tired sigh stole from my lungs. “I don’t want you sheltering me from every little hurt. I don’t want your obedience, or your submission, or your unquestioning loyalty-”
“Then what do you want?”
A stark silence followed the question. Those pale eyes, cast gold in the flames, met mine. All at once, I became painfully aware of the closeness of him, the scent of leather and metal and a faint trace of the first spring lilies filling my head with fog. A breeze brushed a strand of his wheat hair across his eyes. I ached to reach out and touch it, touch him, to run my fingers through every strand and pull him close and lose myself in him-
Stop.
Ah, gods, you fool. Just stop.
“Honesty,” I grated out. “I want honesty between us. And trust. Always.”
A laughable notion, when I couldn’t even be honest with myself. I turned back to the fire before the soft look on his face could make me do anything foolish.
“You’re the closest thing to family I have left,” I added. “I want you to tell me when I’m choosing pride over reason, or letting my temper get the best of me. I don’t have anyone else.”
“You have Amita. And Will. Emir. Itsu-”
“No one who will tell me the whole of it. Who isn’t afraid to hurt my feelings, or afraid of my title.”
“Itsu’s not afraid to hurt your feelings.”
“Itsu doesn’t know me like you do.”
After a thoughtful pause, he pulled one knee up and propped his arm atop it. “Honesty, eh? That will cost extra.”
“Piss off,” I grumbled with a laugh.
He eyed me askance. “You are going to have to start paying me, sometime.”
“In horseflesh and sarcasm? Because that’s about all I have to my name at the moment.”
“Sarcasm will do, for now.”
I snorted. “Should’ve taken the horse.”
“I like the brown. He’s…uncomplicated.”
“A nice word for boring.”
“Better that than the hornet’s nest you ride.”
I smirked at that, but didn’t press the point and we sank back into a comfortable silence. The cricket song in the distance ebbed and flowed, filling the quiet hum of murmurs around the fire. I watched the embers settle in the pit, the heat of the flames seeping through my boots to warm my toes. Night birds rustled in the canopy above as long-prepared words tumbled through my thoughts. Eventually, I gathered the courage to voice them.
“I need to ask a favor.”
“Mm.”
I turned to face him and waited until his gaze met mine in the deepening dark.
“If I fall tomorrow, I need you to promise me something.”
The ease on his face immediately vanished, his mouth already working to form a rebuke.
“Burn me,” I said, and watched the protest die on his lips. “Burn me, like they burned my family.”
He stared at me in speechless horror, not only for the significance of my request but for the utter heresy of it. Alesians bury their dead. We send our people back to the Mother who bore us, to rest in her embrace as our spirits cross the veil to arrive on the Far Shore. To be escorted from the world another way is to deny her gifts – to deny Adulil and the promised eternity he described to the Chamberlain in the Book of Days.
Tuvrians are some of the most devout among us, keeping to the oldest traditions with a rigidity that has long since been set aside by more progressive scions of the Seven. I knew full-well the gravity of what I was asking, given what he was.
I also knew I could trust no one else to see it done.
“Promise me,” I urged, a hoarse whisper skipping across the space between us.
No mask could keep me out. Not at that distance. Fear is one of the first emotions my mother taught me to read, one I would have sworn I’d never see on his face, yet there it was.
He’s afraid for you, little thorn.
Without thinking, I reached over and pressed my palm to his cheek. “Please.”
His head drooped as though my touch stole all the fight from him, bringing his brow to rest against mine. For a long, moment, our breath mingled in silence until finally his shoulders sagged and he pulled away just far enough to look me in the eye.
“Alright,” he grated out with a small, miserable nod. Then he reached one arm around me and pulled me against his chest. I went gladly. “Alright,” he repeated and settled his head atop my own. “I promise.”
My eyes squeezed shut against heartsick tears that never came. My hand slipped over his ribs, soaking in the warmth of him through his tunic, and clung to him as tightly as he did to me. I turned my face into his chest, breathing deep the leather-and-metal scent of him, trying to memorize every second I knew I’d never get back.
Too soon, his grip eased. I knew I should pull away. Propriety demanded it. We were far from alone beside that smoldering fire. But as soon as I started to draw back, he tensed.
“Stay.” The word ground its way through his throat, the heat of his breath rustling the hair just above my ear. He hesitated, his hold loosening again. “Unless…”
Unless you don’t want to.
I might have laughed, if my heart weren’t splintering inside my chest. What I wanted seemed to always be at odds with what was right. It wasn’t fair – to Adrian, above all – and I knew it. But I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t heard the need in Quintin’s voice or felt it in his embrace. I couldn’t pretend I didn’t want him just as fiercely in return.
Just this once. Just once, and then I’ll let him go.
I sank back against him. After a moment of what might have been disbelief, his whole body eased beneath me, thick arms wrapping me tight. With my head pillowed on his chest, I stared at the flickering embers and listened to the strong rhythm of his heartbeat beneath my ear. The last bits of wood in the pit flared and crackled, rustling as they settled deeper into the coals.
“Sleep,” Quintin murmured against my hair.
Though I didn’t want to miss a single stolen moment, eventually, I did.

“Look lively, children,” Brenna’s gruff murmur startled me awake, accompanied by a thump as she kicked Quintin’s boot. Her face split with a feral grin. “Glory awaits.”
All around us, soldiers stirred, smothering the last embers of the fire and rousing their comrades in the pitch-black. What moon there might have been remained shrouded behind heavy clouds, but I knew it must have been just past its apex. I rubbed the sleep from my face and stifled a yawn. Quintin untangled himself from me and stood, offering a hand to haul me to my feet.
The look we shared was filled with all the unspoken things that hung between us, but there was no time for any of it. There could be no softness, no weakness, in us now. His face was a mask of soldierly focus and I dragged my own walls up to match. He gave me a stiff nod.
“Armor.”
I fetched the scavenged assortment from my tent and he helped me secure the various straps and buckles over my tunic and breeches. It was light, as far as armor goes, but without having trained regularly in it, I felt horribly encumbered. Quintin grasped the edges of my breastplate and gave an experimental tug.
“Ready?” he asked once I’d passed his inspection.
I tucked my father’s helm under my arm and eyed his own minimal protections. “What about you?” Aside from his leather breastplate, he had only his vambraces and greaves.
“I fight better without it. Come on. They’re waiting.”
I fetched Valor from the pens and we picked our way in silence toward the north edge of the camp. Men and women haunted the space between the trees, donning armor and making ready for battle. Their grim faces cast a shadow over my thundering heart, tying my stomach in knots.
Courage, my mother’s voice whispered.
But it was so much to lose. Alesians, all. My countrymen. Fathers and sons, husbands and daughters. So many faces.
I would carry thousands, before the end.
Beside me, Quintin’s heavy steps matched my own, accompanying me unasked to the rally point. The fear in my chest reached for him. He was the most skilled swordsman I’d ever known, but all men are mortal and death has no sense of justice. It takes us all, ready or not, fair or otherwise, the brave and the lucky and the skilled alike.
The thought of losing him sent a sharp surge of dread through me, but I slammed my mind shut on it before it could overwhelm my defenses.
Fear is not useful. Bury it. Bury you.
A sea of cavalry waited in the trees beyond the encampment. To one side, droves of hulking titans lingered, their riders encased in heavy armor. A forest of dark spires jutted toward the sky, deadly lances painted as black as the night. One among their looming masses spotted our approach and strode over, steel and chainmail ringing.
“Lucius,” I murmured in greeting.
“Montar stands ready, Lady Lazerin.” He stood tall and steady, the solemnity of the moment wrapped around him like a cloak.
“The scouts?”
“Usual routes. Shouldn’t be a problem to intercept them. The General is lending us some of her Freyjans to see to it, and to clear the pikes for us. We’ll fall in behind you once the job is done.”
Gratitude for his presence washed over me. Without him, this mad plan wouldn’t have had a chance. His calm demeanor, the byproduct of a year and more of leading his men into battle against the Persicans, braced me. If he could face it unflinching, so could I.
“Thank you,” I said. “Truly, Lucius. Thank you.”
A small smile tugged at the flat line of his mouth. Without another word, he thrust his gauntleted hand into the space between us and I grasped it without delay.
“I can’t vouch for the rest of the world,” I added. “But Laezon will always know you for a man of honor.”
His fingers tightened on my forearm. “Good luck, Elivya.”
The Montreans departed like a rolling storm cloud, fading into the trees in a din of rattling plate and heavy hooves. In their wake, a huddle of light cavalry remained, brightly-painted Freyjan mounts nearly swallowing Rowan and his two dozen volunteers. Brenna hovered nearby on her sturdy warmblood, exchanging a few final words with one of her lieutenants. Beyond, scattered through the trees, two hundred waited for me.
“Remember what I said about heavy weapons,” Quintin murmured as I turned to bid him farewell. “Stay out of the fray. Keep a clear line out at all times.” He grabbed my belt knife and jerked the hilt with emphasis. “And don’t forget about your damned left.”
I nodded solemnly, searching his face, scrambling to memorize every curve and line as the panic crept back up my throat.
He’ll be fine, I reassured myself, shoving hard and burying it deep. He’s too damned stubborn to die.
Pale eyes held mine in the dark, betraying his ironclad demeanor with their worried gleam. Despite his gruff tone, his set jaw, I could see the fear in him like a mirror to my own. I ached to take his face in my hands, to promise him I’d be fine, that we would both live to see each other again.
To kiss him, in case we didn’t.
But anything we said or did now would only serve as a deadly distraction in the hours to come. I knew it, and so did he. So Quintin drew a stiff breath and thrust one callused hand out between us.
“Be careful,” he said.
A bucket of cold water. A bitter reminder of all that we were, and all we could never be to one another.
But he was mine, at least in some small way. His loyalty. His companionship. His steadfast presence. Those things belonged to me, even if the rest of him did not. So I dropped my helm to the dirt, swatted his offered hand aside, and pulled him into one last embrace. His arms enveloped me without hesitation, my own around his neck squeezing tight. The whole of him melted against the whole of me and I tried not to notice how well we fit together.
Mother, watch over him.
At length, I drew back and pulled his brow to mine. He leaned against me, eyes closed, a shaking breath rattling into the night. His or mine, I’m not entirely sure.
It’s time, my father whispered.
I forced myself to release him, to back away from the weakness and the fear.
Find your spine, Lazerin.
“I’ll see you after,” I forced out, as though enough conviction would make the words come true.
Quintin gave a stiff, solemn nod in reply.
I turned from him and hauled myself into the saddle before I could lose my nerve, clawing for my courage. After one last check of my weapons, I settled my father’s helm onto my head. Valor sidled impatiently beneath me. With my heart in my throat, I took one last long look at Quintin before wheeling Valor away into the dark.
I didn’t dare look back.
Brenna flashed me a grin when I approached. “Ready, little thorn?”
“As I’ll ever be.” I shoved Quintin’s face from my mind and set myself firmly to the task. “And yours?”
“Waiting for me south of camp. Thought I’d see you off. Yours is the longer ride.”
She tugged the reins to bring her mount up alongside mine and extended her hand to me, her scarred shield glinting in the faint light.
“We’ll meet you in the middle,” she said.
My fingers closed on her forearm. “Reborn.”
Her grin turned savage. “In blood and pain and shit.”



Chapter 49
Three long hours of riding brought us to the ridge via a circuitous route to keep the enemy’s scouts from spotting us. My heart raced when we abandoned the trees for open ground, even though the terrain blocked the fort wholly from our sight. Freed from the perils of unlit underbrush, we picked up our pace and rode south once more across the hills and valleys of Laezon.
Will scouted ahead, smeared with soot from head to toe atop a sure-footed black mare, guiding us from one hilltop to the next until we finally reached our destination.
There, we waited with our eyes turned east, watching for the signal that Lucius and his heavy cavalry were in place. I crawled up to the crest of the final hill to see what awaited us.
In the vast valley below lay the scarred fort, tattered flags still snapping proudly in the breeze. Though one had torn free from its tower perch, the rest remained, shredded and defiant, a single golden sunburst fluttering above them all. The sprawl of white was unchanged, neat rows of tents and firepits with the bulk of their siege engines clustered at the southern end, closest to the main gate. In the deep shadows of that overcast night, our enemy slept. Fires burned to low embers and none but scouts stirred in the dark.
But all I saw was Aubrey on the pyre.
Rage uncoiled between my ribs at the sight of that army, smothering my fear and my lingering doubts with brutal finality. I would have a measure of vengeance, this night. It hummed in my veins like a promise.
“Look.” Captain Rowan lay his stomach beside me, grass rustling as he pointed one finger to the east.
At the north side of the walls, the secondary camp lay just as still and quiet as its sprawling brother. Tiny shadows flitted in slow circles about its perimeter, a pair of mounted relays breaking off to make their way toward the main force to the south. But they’d grown lazy in their long months of uncontested occupation. Rather than riding the ridges of the hills, they cut a shorter route along the hillsides, leaving them blind to the three soot-smeared horses approaching from the other side of the rolling terrain.
The Freyjans hurtled over that ridge like death incarnate, arrows flying and tiny shadows stumbling as precision silenced any warning cries that might have reached Persica’s commanders. Like a wisp of smoke, they were gone just as quickly, vanishing over the hillside once more to circle back toward the dark cloud of heavy cavalry rolling across the fields. As they neared the final ridge, they halted, a flash of white signaling their readiness.
“Time to go,” I murmured.
We retreated back down the hill to our waiting comrades. Horses shifted and nickered, their riders’ unease bleeding into them. Two hundred pairs of eyes watched me haul myself up into the saddle, Valor pawing the dirt.
Will shot me a nervous smile from a few rows back. Rowan settled on his dark bay gelding and unslung his bow. His two dozen cavalry flanked him with solemn faces. Beside them, one of the Bendton boys looked small atop his tan mare, though the look on his face told me he felt a hundred feet tall. He held the emerald banner of my house proudly. He’d begged earnestly for the honor.
But he was so young. Too young. Letting him come was a mistake.
Too late, came my mother’s stern voice. Focus on what you can control. I buried that fear alongside all the rest.
Hawk-eyed Freyjans made up the bulk of our force, their hard, eager faces watching me in anticipation. Warriors all, blooded and fearless. I led them up to the crest of that hill, my young standard-bearer falling in on my right and raising our own pale flag to signal our allies.
We stand ready.
Far across that sea of white, a quick flash in the dark confirmed that General Brenna and her cavalry were in position. To the west, a barely-discernable flow of dark shapes crept down the hill from the tree line, our infantry closing across the field, every one of them smeared head-to-toe with soot. Dredged from the annals of my rebellious youth, it was the only useful contribution I’d been able to make to our strategy. Watching them pour through the grass like a black flood, the disguise suddenly seemed so feeble. My chest tugged at the thought of Quintin and our rag-tag militia, but I could do nothing for them, now, except play my part. I spun Valor to face my cavalry.
It wasn’t fear that gripped me, in that moment. There was no time for fear, no space for it. Fear was not useful to me, so I left it buried, an impossible calm rising in its place. Resolve. Purpose. The indescribable certainty that this was where I was meant to be.
Two hundred watched me in silence.
“For home,” I said as loudly as I dared. Only two dozen of them were even from Laezon, but it didn’t matter. Alesia was home to us all. Below, in the valley, sat an enemy who meant to take it from us.
“Home,” the call echoed quietly through the ranks.
I unslung my bow, secured the loops of my tether, and spurred Valor toward our unwitting enemy. He erupted beneath me, surging over the crest of that hill with a host of thundering hooves at our backs. Shouts rang out from the Persican watch and torches scrambled to raise the alarm as we closed on them, drawing their attention away from the tree line and our vulnerable infantry. Pikemen moved to the flank, setting a hasty perimeter.
Faces flashed in my mind’s eye as we drove onward. My parents. Aubrey. James. Shera. Everyone I’d lost, everyone the Origin had taken from me, every bit of that dormant anger surged to the fore. I took hold of it with both hands and let it consume me, drowning out all else. In that fury, I was fearless. Untouchable. A storm unleashed.
“Draw!” I hollered as we careened down that hillside toward them, my voice taken by the wind. Gripping tight with my legs, I drew, picked my target, and loosed. Two hundred arrows flew with mine, the thrum of bowstrings answered by a chorus of cries as soldiers fell. Eight hundred hooves hammered the earth as we veered away and retreated back up the hill once more.
By our third pass, they had archers ready. We ducked low over our mounts’ necks as we dove in an out of range, harrying their flank. Far to my right, the main column of our infantry broke into an all-out charge, closing the final distance with roaring cries. Persica responded with immaculate precision, their commanders shouting orders over the din. A wall of shields formed at their rear to receive our infantry as the flank reinforced to repel us. On each pass, arrows picked off a few more of our number, horses, men, and women crying out as they fell hard. We reeled our lathered mounts back out of range and I called for a short rest to gauge the state of the battle.
The first lights of morning tinted the sky, washing the valley in a grim red dawn. In the distance, the north camp had stirred to a desperate frenzy, crushed beneath the unyielding fury of Lucius and his Black Lances. The core of our infantry pressed the main army’s center, General Brenna’s mounted unit continuing to batter the far flank mercilessly, setting the Persican siege alight. Towers and catapults were devoured by ravenous flames, angry streaks of orange blazing bright enough to make me squint. On the walls, the fort had spurred to life, arrows, rocks, and burning pitch raining down on the Persicans below as they backed away from the press of our forces.
It’s working, I realized with a certain amount of disbelief. Our enemy was beset on all sides. We could win this day. Heartened, I raised my bow and led another charge.
We circled back time and again, barreling down the hill toward them to unleash hail after hail of arrows. My veins coursed with vengeful fire, the need for revenge like an insatiable beast beneath my skin, and in my fervor, I lost track of the bigger picture.
Stupid girl.
The last time we charged, I led them too deep, callous in our effectiveness and blinded by my hate. I didn’t notice the detachment of mounted skirmishers that had circled around behind us until it was too late. By the time I realized what was happening, we were pinned between the fort and the Persican flank. Our charge ground to a halt, horses colliding and spinning in the mud. Pikemen closed in on us. A volley of arrows ripped through our ranks, taking advantage of our sudden stillness. My head whipped around, seeking an exit and finding none.
Oh gods, what have I done.
The cacophony of battle faded to a muffled roar in my ears as time slowed and stretched. A wash of terror gripped my chest, the hammering of my heart and the breath heaving in my lungs overtaking all other sound. My eyes flitted to the ridge from whence we’d come, searching desperately for any sign of Lucius and his men, but the hill yet stood empty.
Too soon. Too late. No one is coming.
All around me, Freyjan and Laezonese faces paled as they recognized our doom. Steel flashed and more arrows whistled, finding purchase in those at the edges of our company. Death closed in on all sides. Unhesitating. Merciless.
I’ve killed us all.
Guilt could not save us, could not help me, so I dug deep for the scraps of my rage, slinging my bow over the saddle and yanking my sword from its scabbard. Well over a hundred others rang free around me. The Freyjans unleashed an ear-splitting battle cry and I raised my own in solidarity as the enemy pressed in around us.
We would die. Of that, I was certain.
“Close ranks!” Rowan roared just as a wave of Persican infantry slipped between their pikemen to swarm us like rats, slashing at our horses and pulling riders from their saddles. I laid about with my sword while Valor spun fearlessly amid the chaos – a warhorse, born and bred. All around, Alesian steel carved into the enemy; axes and swords, daggers and maces, wielded with tireless precision by Freyjans and Lazerin cavalry alike.
Despite our fury, the enemy picked us off one by one, slowly closing on my position near the center. I lost track of Will, the frenzy around me demanding all of my attention as I parried and thrusted in a panicked flurry. At Valor’s front, one plate-clad soldier thrust a spear at my brave mount’s face and he shied hard, rearing high and twisting away from the threat. Caught off-balance and encumbered by my unfamiliar armor, I fell.
The impact forced the air from my lungs and sent my blade flying. I gasped for air, spots sparkling in my vision. Before I could recover, an enemy closed in atop me, brandishing a well-bloodied shortsword.
Instinct quickly set in, my hands scrabbling for a grip on his wrist to waylay the blade. His strength rapidly overtook mine and the edge closed in on my throat, my metal gorget screeching beneath it. I managed to wedge my shield between his crossguard and my neck, but I knew it was merely postponing the inevitable. My arms shook with the effort, a hiss of strain bubbling through my lips as he angled the edge of his sword toward the gap beneath my gorget. He jerked suddenly with a choked sound, his eyes wide. Then they dimmed and the whole of his immense weight crashed down on top of me.
It took every ounce of my panic-fueled strength to roll him off. A brightly-painted spear jutted from the crease between his helm and breastplate, buried deep in his spine. A Freyjan with golden-brown braids knelt in the mud nearby, empty-handed and bleeding from a host of wounds. Bloodied lips twisted in an exhausted smirk, nothing but satisfaction in her brown eyes. As I reached for her, a blade descended from the formless fray around our ears, thrusting deep into the vulnerable flesh between her neck and shoulder.
I don’t know if I cried out. If I did, no one heard.
Her eyes darkened, smirk fading. She toppled forward into the ankle-deep mud.
Get up, some distant part of me shouted. Get up or die.
I had barely regained my feet when another volley of arrows ripped through the air. I was too disoriented to realize they came from above. A number of Persicans dropped, immediately replaced by more. I scrambled for a sword and drew my dagger, bringing both up just in time to block a heavy overhand from a longsword. The power behind the blow knocked me back to my knees. As he wound up for another hammering strike, flashes of metal blurred through the air, the longsword above me stilling. The soldier collapsed, two small knives in his neck.
“Up, Lazerin!” a voice shouted at my ear.
Hands grasped my breastplate and yanked at me, then abruptly let go as their owner spun to block an incoming blade. A few quick slashes dispatched his foe and Rowan’s mud-splattered face appeared before mine.
“Get up, girl! This is not where you die.”
As he hauled me to my feet, a quick movement caught my eye behind him. Instinct alone made me shove Rowan aside and I thrust my pillaged sword into the stomach of a soldier in a blue hauberk. He was the first I’d seen without the white tabard and polished plate, but I didn’t have time to think on it. Rowan pulled me to him with rough hands.
“You stay with me, got it?” he barked. I nodded, fear driving me on through my exhaustion. The anger that had sustained me was long gone. Only the raw drive for survival remained. I set my back to Rowan’s and we worked our way toward a trio of Freyjans nearby.
A thunderous crash burst like lightning overhead. Some of the catapults had survived Brenna’s torches. The Persicans were using them to try and pin Reyus and his men inside the fort. Another mortar struck, closer this time. Rowan threw himself over me as shards of razor-sharp stone rained down, forcing a brief pause to the chaos around us.
When the worst of it settled, Rowan yanked me upright again, but our three Freyjans were gone.
“RED!” The roar sliced through the fleeting lull just before the battle around us resumed. Both of us dared a glance up at the battlements. A patch of thick, dark hair peered over the edge.
Briggs.
The burly infantry captain thrust his massive longsword out into the air, pointing toward the west. There, through the pitch smoke and the dust, above the writhing mess of leather and plate, a forest of black lances bobbed.
Lucius was coming.
Rowan and I redoubled our efforts and pressed steadily through the crush. Cut. Stab. Block. Step by step, we fought our way toward our allies. We were making decent progress until a trio of Persican skirmishers cut us off.
They wheeled their mounts around us, spears prodding. We slashed and deflected. Rowan tried to pull me behind him, but they kept circling, negating his efforts. A spear thrust out. The Captain twisted to the side, lunging in to grab the shaft and yanking the man from his saddle. Another near me cocked his arm to throw at Rowan’s exposed back. I leapt, sweeping my sword high to throw off the man’s aim and brought my dagger down on his leg. He screamed and struck out wildly, leaving the vulnerable gap under his arm exposed.
One stab later, he toppled, his blood slick on my hand.
I whirled to find Rowan flagging beneath the press of the other two. Though he’d managed to unhorse them both, the odds were far from even. His curved sword gleamed in his right hand, the broken end of a spear in his left, but his bandolier was empty and he was limping. A stream of blood blackened his boot, his knee torn open to the bone.
I scrambled toward him as they struck again. He blocked the first man’s slash and opened his throat, but the other was already moving. He knocked the spear out of the Captain’s hand and thrust his blade home.
“No!” I shrieked as Rowan crumpled.
The skirmisher yanked his blade loose and advanced on me, the first few hard parries splattering me with the Captain’s blood. My gut twisted in horror. Then the rage came, one last surge of strength in my veins. I batted the soldier’s blade away with my shield and, with a furious cry, slammed my dagger into the center of the man’s chest. A handspan of Euzoni steel pierced his plate armor, straight through to his heart.
I wrenched my knife free and stumbled over to Rowan before the dead man hit the ground.
“Come on, Captain,” I gasped, dropping to my knees beside him. “Get up. We have to go.”
Mud and gore streaked his cinnamon hair. Blood bubbled from his lips as his gaze met mine, apology written in every line of his face. He grasped my shoulder hard, almost desperately, as though he’d suddenly remembered something important he needed to say. His mouth moved, but no words came out. Then the light in his eyes dimmed.
A choked sound tore from my throat.
Gone. Gone. You’ve killed them all.
I eased him to the mud, shaking. Part of me wanted to lay down beside him and never move again.
Get up, Lazerin.
I heaved a few quick, rallying breaths, memorizing Rowan’s lifeless face and mustering the last of my courage.
Get up.
I forced my feet under me. Pushed against the ground. Heaved myself upright with every ounce of energy I had left. And was immediately struck by the force of a familiar fire in my side.
The air rushed from my lungs in a hoarse cry and I staggered as the blade wrenched free from my ribcage. The hardened leather panels of my breastplate had slowed the strike, but I could already feel the wet warmth of my blood spreading down my flank. Stumbling, fighting to ignore the searing pain, I gripped my weapons and turned to square up against my enemy.
A dark-skinned face stared back at me from beneath a simple plate helm. Not Persican, by his coloring. Maybe Ulgran or Rumean. The Emperor had folded soldiers from every conquered nation into his army.
But this one was no soldier, with his soft round face, his eyes wide with panic. He was barely a child. Thirteen, maybe. Fourteen at most. The leather jerkin he wore was old and clearly made for someone much bigger. He hefted his simple wooden shield with effort, the flaking crest painted over with a black handprint and a smear of red.
I knew I should kill him, knew I had to if I wanted to live, but my limbs wouldn’t move and neither did he. The frenzy thundered around us, death and rage and anguish pressing in from all sides. Men roared with battle fury while others cried out in pain. Horses screamed as they died.
My breath heaved in ragged bursts, the edges of my vision beginning to blur. I clutched my wounded side. The blade trembled in the boy’s hand, bloody steel gleaming in the pale light of dawn.
Then those frightened eyes flicked to something over my left shoulder. Before I could turn, a great weight struck me from behind and I saw no more.



Chapter 50
QUINTIN
Pitch smoke hung thick in the air, cloying, burning my lungs. All around, men and beasts lay dying in the mud. Moaning. Screaming. Freyjans moved through the field, granting peace to those who couldn’t be salvaged, while riderless horses skittered like ghosts through the remnants of the melee.
I’d seen plenty of skirmishes, but nothing like the endless sea of death that now stretched out before me. The stink was unimaginable. Blood and smoke and shit. The bards don’t sing about the stench of it. Only of glory and victory, hollow afterthoughts in the wake of such carnage.
I scanned the laden field for any sign of Elivya, my throat hoarse from shouting her name. I shouldn’t have let her go. I knew better. Her face swam in my mind, our bitter argument echoing through my thoughts.
What am I, to you?
Stupid girl. Stubborn girl. Why couldn’t she just listen to me for once?
We’d made our peace, though, after all that venom, a single weighted stare speaking the volumes our proud tongues could not. She’d called me family, before the end. And after…
Stay.
I hadn’t meant to say it. It was wrong of me to ask, knowing what she was, what I was, and the unchangeable gap in between. But she had stayed. She’d fallen asleep in my arms as though none of that mattered, and for a few short hours, she was mine alone.
It brought me little consolation now, as I stepped over the crushed body of her standard-bearer.
I’d been picking my way through that field of ruin for over an hour before spotting the golden stallion of her House. As I moved past the dark-haired boy and the emerald flag he’d carried for her, some part of me knew. My pulse raced. My eyes searched, flicking from one corpse to the next until they landed on a familiar helm lying abandoned on the ground, the back of it caved inward. A few feet away, a figure sprawled face-down in the mud, same as thousands of others I’d passed by with barely a thought.
But none of them had worn the boiled leather and plate armor I’d scavenged for her.
“Liv…”
I nearly lost my footing as I stumbled those last few steps. My knees hit the soaked earth, a small, desperate part of me still hoping, praying beyond reason that somehow I was mistaken. Shaking hands reached out. Gripped a shoulder. Pulled.
The sound that escaped my lips was more beast than man. I cradled her head with numb fingers, frantically smearing the mud from her cold skin.
“No-no-no. Liv. Wake up, Liv! Wake up, dammit, come on!”
The words tumbled out one choked syllable at a time, a desperate denial of the reality that lay in my arms. Her short hair was matted with blood, her nose and mouth crusted red. The leather protecting her side had been sliced clean through, gaping to reveal a savage wound.
“Stay with me,” I begged, dragging her into my lap and pressing a desperate hand over the gash. “Stay-stay-stay-please…please…”
Half-muttering, half-wailing, my pleas dissolved into an unintelligible moan of pure anguish.
And then I clutched her to me and was lost.



Chapter 51
WILL
The ankle-deep mire sucked at my boots, a morbid mix of dirt and blood, still soft from the spring rains and trampled into an endless pit of misery. My breeches were coated up to the knee in it, the rest of me painted a particularly sticky shade of red overtop the lingering smudges of soot. My blade still hung from my hand, my mind not quite convinced that the hell we’d ridden into had actually come to an end.
I’d lost my horse somewhere in the midst of it. They’d swarmed us like street dogs on the butcher’s leavings. One of the bastards had opened my arm from elbow to shoulder, and I was already bleeding through the strips of Ultan banner I’d used to bandage it. The rest of me wasn’t in much better shape. It was only thanks to Rowan and the Freyjans that I still had my head attached to my shoulders. I’d lost sight of the Captain shortly after hitting the ground.
I’d lost Elivya, too, long before that.
I searched for both as I limped through the aftermath of the battle, the faces on the ground blending into an indistinguishable blur. Others wandered as I did. The camp followers had trickled onto the field, Lord Caerus’ army of physicians mixed with the civilians from the encampment. I passed one of the gezgin healers in her red scarf kneeling over a Therian soldier as he moaned incoherently, one leg nearly severed through at the knee. I kept walking, kept looking, my soaked boots carrying me on through the field.
What would Tommy say, if he saw me now? Probably call me an idiot. No room for things like honor or glory, in the gutter. Not if you want to live. Tommy used to say honor was the curse of the highborn, good for nothin’ but gettin’ a smart man killed. I used to believe it, all the way down to my bones, until I watched a slip of a girl ride into the temple square and throw an emerald banner at the King’s feet.
The same banner now laying at mine.
My wandering mind snapped from its haze, my eyes pulling back into focus to scan the nearby field. They landed hard on a figure in the distance, twin hilts jutting up over his shoulders as he knelt in the mud.
Holding something.
I dropped my sword and ran, skidding to a graceless stop before him, my heart twisting at the sight of the familiar shape in his arms. Her dark hair spilled across his forearm. Her hand hung limp in the mud. Head bowed, Quintin held her in a white-knuckled grip, his shoulders shaking.
I slumped to the ground, gutted.
I’d sworn myself to her. I’d knelt on the stones in that courtyard and bound my life to hers. Yet here I sat, breathing, while she would never fill her lungs again.
Quintin didn’t seem to even notice me. His face remained buried in her blood-crusted hair, hands clutching her to his chest, utterly lost. My own heart felt liable to collapse beneath the crush of guilt and grief. His had already crumbled. I’ve never seen a man so broken.
“Quintin,” I murmured, trying to draw him out. He made no move to show he’d heard me. Twice more, I called to him. Nothing. So I knelt in the mire with my aching chest and waited for him to find his way back.
For the better part of an hour, he didn’t notice me or any of the other familiar faces that slowly gathered as word spread. Emir’s jovial face was cast in shadow, Finn beside him with a bloody bandage over one eye. General Brenna stood by in grim silence.
But no one dared touch Quintin until Amita rushed over, her weathered face streaked with tears. She flung herself to her knees before him, reaching for Elivya with a shaking hand. When her fingers settled on my lady’s motionless form, he finally stirred.
Blue eyes snapped up, hard and wild as he pulled his burden tighter. Even seated several feet away, it made me flinch. Amita didn’t.
“Give her to me,” she demanded, her kind voice reduced to a low, trembling rasp. He glared at her, leather creaking as his grip tightened even more, but she didn’t waver. “Give her to me.”
Quintin simply stared back, unmoved.
“I brought her into this world,” she said. “I will see to her leaving of it.”
He blinked, that grief-born madness faltering beneath the weight of her words and the searing truth that lay within.
Elivya fen Lazerin is dead.
Amita’s slender hand slid atop his, her eyes meeting his in a broken plea. “…Give her to me.”
After a long moment, his grip slackened and she eased Elivya’s body from his arms. Behind him, General Brenna grabbed hold of the shoulder straps of his breastplate and hauled the Tuvrian to his feet. The rest of us stood, Emir gathering her body from the ground.
Quintin surged forward as though to protest and reclaim her, but Brenna caught him about the throat with one plated forearm and held him firm. Her lips moved at his ear and what little fight remained to him quickly fled.
Amita led the somber party toward the sea of tents at the edge of the battlefield, but a strange feeling tugged at me. I hesitated, glancing down, and spotted the gleam of metal a hand’s breadth from my boot.
A dagger, half-buried in the mire.
I crouched to retrieve it, smearing mud from the steel. On the pommel, the Lazerin crest stared up at me. Elivya’s voice threaded through my mind, a memory of her riding alongside me on patrol, swaying in the saddle with a quiet smile on her face.
They’re yours now, too, Will. Every one of them. To serve me, to serve my House, is to serve them.
I may not have known her like Quintin did, but I knew what she would have wanted – what would have mattered to her. Her people, above all. Those who had risked their lives at her word. Those who had fallen.
The afternoon sun blazed overhead as I retraced my steps and knelt beside the dark-haired boy, collecting the soiled emerald banner he’d carried for her and heaping it atop his chest. The gash in my arm throbbed in protest, but I ignored the pain and the wet seep of fresh blood beneath the bandage. Tugging him upright by his too-large armor, I gathered the lad in my arms and followed after the rest.



Chapter 52
QUINTIN
I knelt at his feet, breathless and ashamed. My blade speared the ground before me. One hand lingered on the hilt while the other pressed to my chest in a gesture of fealty.
“Why,” he demanded, his stern voice resonating through the chill morning air. I dug for an answer, my mind spinning as I questioned all that I was – all I had ever been.
“…That’s not the man I want to be.”

Behind my head, the tent’s canvas snapped in the breeze. I was numb from sitting on the ground outside it, barely aware of Will beside me. He’d brought the boy. Liv would’ve liked that.
Emptiness had swallowed me whole in the wake of that crushing anguish and panic. I stared out across the field, not really seeing the figures moving through the carnage of the battlefield, the scarred walls of the fort looming beyond. All around us, wounded soldiers lay on the grass, some suffering the attentions of whatever capable hands were available to stitch or bandage them.
I barely saw any of it, lost inside my own head.
“We’ve cleared the manor,” a brusque tone rolled into that miserable quiet. Brenna. I didn’t bother looking up at her. “We’ll bury her in the garden, beneath the Lazerin Oak.”
“No.” The single syllable was barely intelligible as it tore from me, the first sound I’d uttered in hours. “No. She wanted…” The words caught in my throat, that final night before the fire scouring my heart.
Promise me.
I swallowed hard and forced the words past my lips. “She wanted to burn. Like her parents.”
Blasphemy. Sacrilege. But it was the last thing she had asked of me, and I would see it done. Brenna and Will both stiffened in dismay but I was far away, back beside the fire with her nestled against my chest, her slow breath sighing into the night as she slept beneath my arm.
Never again, I thought, the knowledge scattering the memory like smoke. She would never raise the Lazerin banner again, never knit her brow in determination at some new drill or bit of instruction, never laugh or smile or glare at me from across a room.
Just…gone.

“Your guilt is none of my concern. Take it and go.”
I didn’t move, my fingers tightening on the hilt. “I would not ask if I’d nothing to offer in return.”
“What could you possibly have to offer me, boy?”
“My service, my lord.” The words echoed in my hollow chest, empty for all I had left behind. But this choice, I knew in my bones to be right. I could not live with myself any other way.
“I have enough armsmen,” he dismissed flatly.
“None like me.”

Pale green robes approached, fluttering in the wind. Izikiel’s lined face held none of its usual serenity, overcast with sorrow as he paused beside me. A gnarled hand settled atop my head; a benediction, a blessing, a silent sharing of grief. Something deep within me cracked, and I swallowed another wave of despair as I stared at his tattered hem.

Dark forest eyes considered me as I continued to kneel at his feet, head bowed, offering my blade. His silence seeded doubt in my chest, a creeping fear that he might actually refuse my service and leave me to the mercy of my brothers. I’d not considered that.
“You don’t know me, boy,” he murmured at last. “And what you offer is no trifle. Why would you offer such a thing to a stranger?”
“You are a man of honor,” I replied carefully, keeping my eyes on the dirt. “You ride to the aid of those in need, even when it’s not your duty.” The last few words made my lip curl, the bitterness of the previous night gnawing at me.
“There, you’re wrong,” he said with a hint of sadness. “That charge has been mine since birth, and it will belong to my heir once I am gone.”
A feeble flare of hope sparked in my chest. An heir? To guard a high lord’s son was a great honor, an appointment that would likely position me as captain of his guard when the lordship was passed. Not that it really mattered. I’d guard his gods-damned chicken coop, if it got me out of Estia and away from my legion.
“I would demand two oaths of you, Tuvrian, should you truly wish to serve my House.”
“I do,” I replied a bit too quickly.
“Hear them first, boy. Then decide.” The sharpness of his tone made me bite my tongue. “The first,” he said, turning to sweep one hand at the smoldering ruins of the village behind him. In the distance, I could hear a woman sobbing, another low voice attempting comfort. “Never again stand idle while others suffer.”
I dared to lift my gaze to his. “I swear it.”
He hesitated, then, searching my face as though he suddenly second-guessed whatever decision he had made regarding me.
“And the second?” I prompted before he could change his mind.
“…The second, you must swear in blood.”
I fell still, my lungs seizing.
He paced a few steps toward me. “To guard my heir with your steel and your life, unto your last breath.”
A blood oath.
Unbreakable.
Most Tuvrians swear only one, and that is to Tuvre himself. Those few who earn the right to be inducted into the legions swear a second, to their company and their brothers in arms.
I knew of no other.
“I know what I’m asking,” he murmured into the space I left, a hint of compassion creeping across his face. “You need not dedicate yourself so. There are many in the White City who will pay well for a skilled blade. You may accompany us to Litheria and part ways there, if that is your wish.”
Something stirred in me at the suggestion. A panic, almost. A warning. A whisper in my blood, so similar to what I felt when Tuvre’s Gift first flooded my veins as a boy. The faint scent of late-blooming lilies caught my nose, carried on the chill autumn air.
Certainty settled over me like a blanket, and I drew my dagger from its sheath.

“Come,” a woman’s low voice shook me from the memory. My stinging eyes tugged upward to see Amita standing at the flap to my left, one hand holding the canvas aside. Hollow resolve had painted itself across her face, grief all but buried beneath the necessity of her task.
That dark doorway swallowed me in silence, sunset filtering through the canvas overhead to cast the interior of the tent in a dim golden glow. I paused just inside the entrance, staring at the single wooden plinth in the center of the space.
Will brushed past me, his hands limp at his sides. I trailed behind him, one forced step after another carrying me closer, a fresh wave of agony crashing through me as she came into view.
Dark hair sprawled in waves around her head like a halo, washed and brushed to a silken sheen. Her armor had been cleaned and polished, her weapons lying nearby. Every drop of blood had been scrubbed from her skin, leaving a haunting echo of the woman I knew.
Across from me, a cluster of familiar faces hovered, every one sunken and grave. Itsu and two other gezgin women waited at a polite distance, their aprons bloodied and damp. Izikiel lingered nearby, hands folded before him and lips moving in silent prayer.
Canvas snapped behind me, thrust aside in haste. Heavy boots paused. Approached quickly. Halted beside me.
“Ah, gods,” came the low lament.
I tore my gaze from her to find General Reyus on my right. He reached out a blood-crusted hand, his thumb tracing her brow with unexpected affection. Touching her when I dared not.
“Dammit, girl,” he whispered.
More steps. More boots. Brenna, this time, pausing just inside the doorway.
“Everything is prepared,” she said.
No one moved, a dozen eyes fixed on me, mine locked on Elivya’s pale face.
“Will,” I ground out. “Her weapons.”
He nodded, gathering her sword and dagger. The bow and quiver I’d gifted her were long since lost. Her shield was already buckled to her forearm where it belonged, gleaming in the lanternlight alongside her polished armor.
Nothing out of place, and yet everything was wrong.
I forced my limbs to move, forced myself to touch her cold skin, to gather her in my arms one last time.
A cluster of well-known faces turned to see us emerge from the tent. In the distance, the pyre waited, a hulking mound silhouetted against a lavender-blue sky. The path to it was marked by soldiers and refugees alike, torches in hand as dusk fell over Laezon.
Hundreds watched as we passed, Brenna and Reyus leading our grim procession. Helms were tucked under arms, the occasional fist pressed to a chest, making way beneath flickering torchlight. Whether their deference was for the woman in my arms or the generals before me, I’ll never know. I don’t suppose it matters much, in the end.
But gods, the utter silence of it. Reverent and broken, like a sea of battered souls paying homage.
We were upon the pyre before I realized, my steps faltering several paces away. Around me, those who loved her best gathered, mournful eyes watching. Waiting.
Amita’s hand settled on my arm, her tear-streaked face peering up at mine. Compassion laced with a silent plea.
Let her go.
My feet took the first last step, and then the second. I can’t. Another step. It’s not real. And another. I can still save her. The final step came and went, the pyre wood scraping against my thighs. A pile of tattered banners covered the rushes, several white flags of the Origin among them, and all at once I finally understood why she wanted to burn.
She’s going to find them.
My mouth curled in a grimace of bitter sorrow at the revelation. Only she would forsake the Far Shore for a chance to spit at the feet of a foreign god. Only that stubborn, proud, reckless girl would rather follow her family into hell.
It took all of my remaining strength to place her carefully in the midst of her offerings, herbs and wildflowers ringing the pyre bed. Her emerald standard fluttered in the torchlight as the golden stallion settled across her chest. I watched Will lay her sword at her side, but when he moved to place her dagger, my hand snaked out and snatched his wrist. He made no protest when I took the sheathed blade from him. He understood, I think, better than anyone. I needed something – anything – to hold on to her.
Before this is over, her voice echoed in my memory, before my end, I will kill him.
Solomon.
That, I could do. Taking life was the one thing I was very, very good at. I could take one more, for her. I would bury that knife in the High Priest’s heart for her.
Someone pressed a torch into my open hand. My reluctant fingers gripped the coarse wood hard enough to drive splinters into my palm, every other inch of me frozen in place. I stared at her face, willing myself to wake from the nightmare.
Willing her to wake.
What am I, to you?
Abandoning all hope, I put the torch to her pyre and watched her burn.
Everything.



Chapter 53
ELIVYA
I stood atop a great stone tower, the wind a torrent of ice whipping through my hair and the thin muslin of my gown. Behind me lay stairs, but I knew I could not descend them. I could not return the way I’d come.
The pinnacle upon which I stood was ringed in fragile columns and broad windows stretching from cracking floor to crumbling roof. The edge called to me, a siren song accompanied by the persistent press of the wind at my back. It pulled at my limbs, buffeted my spine until I stumbled to one of the windows, bare feet slapping the cold stones. Like a terrified child, I clutched the columns to prevent the wind from sending me careening out into nothing.
A dead city sprawled below me, decaying buildings cascading down the side of a snow-dusted mountain. Bridges and spires, workshops and great halls, all lay abandoned. Dead trees twisted bare ivory branches toward a sky that lacked any color.
Gray. The whole world was gray.
And silent.
Directly below, I spotted the glisten of water, the only sign of life in sight. A fountain. At its back stood a statue, its shape skewed by the height and angle. I gripped the pillar tight and leaned out over the edge in an attempt to make out its features. The wind pushed, encouraging. Only a little farther, it urged.
Then a great gust whipped through the tower and my fingers slipped from the marble column. I grasped wildly for purchase but my feet met only air, hands empty.
With a soundless scream, I toppled over the edge.
The fountain’s pool rushed up to meet me and panic seized my chest. Too shallow. Too far.
I will surely die. But I could not stop the fall. It was already done. All I could do now was try to meet my end with something good in my mind. So I twisted toward the sky, seeking that glimmer of beauty, that final reminder of freedom and home.
And saw nothing but gray.
Heartsick, I closed my eyes to await the end.
But the end never came. I fell and fell, but the ground did not reach up to crush me, to break my body against its stones. Instead, it was emptiness that took me. Nothingness. Time stretched, slow and shapeless, losing all meaning as I tumbled through a black abyss that remained whether my eyes were open or shut. The dark swallowed me, thick as pitch, erasing all sense of breath or body or self until I was cast out into some formless existence. Intangible, powerless, I could do nothing but watch as countless lives of people I’d never met unfurled before me.
Priests and merchants, fishermen and thieves. The noble and the cruel and everything in between. Alesians, all. I was a passenger to every minute, every triumph, every tragedy. Centuries spun past my eyes, endlessly cycling from death to birth to death again until I could barely remember being anything else but the watcher in the silence.
But I was something, once.
Wasn’t I?
Someone.
The answer came in the form of sudden darkness. No new life after that final death. In its place, a flicker of light, a memory that felt far more intimate than the ones that had come before. As if it were…mine. But what was I? I’d spent too long as the other, now, to know.
In that distant light, a figure took shape. A mousy girl with brown hair and kind eyes. I knew her, somehow, though I couldn’t place her amid the countless lives I’d witnessed. Her lips moved and though no sound emerged, the words rippled through my consciousness.
You are the heir of Lazerin.
And then something struck me hard in what might have been my chest if I’d had any sort of body to speak of, knocking me backward into the abyss. I tumbled through the dark and the silence. Through the emptiness. Felt the end rushing up to meet me, death extending its hand to claim me at long last.
Like the ocean crashing upward, a great pressure thrust its weight upon me and my descent slowed to a precipitous halt. My eyes – eyes? – opened before a face so bright I thought I would surely be blinded. Androgynous, it glowed with a golden light so pale it was almost silver, great wings like flowing bolts of the finest silk gauze fluttering behind. Something unseen cradled me, holding me aloft as I gaped at that sublime figure, half again as tall as me and moving with impossible grace.
My feet met water, liquid life flooding around ankles that had long since forgotten their purpose. My unfamiliar vessel collapsed in that shallow pool, helpless as a newborn foal and naked as my name day.
And still I stared, entranced, as the being reached down and gently cupped my chin.
“Not yet.”
The voice was life and sunlight and spun gold and the ocean in a single sound, the first sound I’d heard in a hundred lifetimes. It boomed in my ears, resonated in my bones, filling me completely, body and soul.
It hurt.
A glowing hand reached behind to one of the fluttering silken wings and, with a single fingertip, sliced a length from it. Immediately replaced by that infinite golden aura, the ethereal fabric was gently wrapped about me as though bundling an infant, lifting me to my feet. My eyes never left that celestial face, the silk warm against my skin.
“Rise.”
The heat grew with the volume of the voice.
“Rise!”
The sound vibrated through my body until I thought I would burst from the inside.
“RISE.”
I burned.

Ash.
I was covered in it.
The sensation of my body was novel, every muscle, every inch of skin a riot of overwhelming intensity. The smells of smoke and herbs and crushed grass filled the air, assailing my nose with even more incomprehensible information. Dim amber light assaulted my eyes. The dawn had just begun to peek over the horizon. I rose to my knees, fine black dust wafting off me in a cascade.
I knelt amidst a pile of charred wood remnants, the shapes familiar, like a long-forgotten dream. Fingertips that could not remember touch grazed the nearest crumbling cinders, marveling at the texture. Wind – wind! – rustled my hair. I shuddered beneath my silken shroud, not for cold but for the bombardment of sensation after a hundred lifetimes in the silent void.
A rustle nearby drew me from my reverie, the sound pricking my ears like pine needles. Before me, not ten feet away, stood a man. I knew him somehow, like I’d known the girl who had called me Lazerin. Something in my chest tugged, a tendril of this newly-tethered self reaching out toward him. I searched his face, seeking answers within the eyes that stared so unwaveringly back at me.
I knew those eyes.
Pale and blue as a summer sky.
His brows knit in disbelief, like the sight of me was some cruel jape. He shook his head once, just barely, before stumbling toward me and falling to his knees, sending a fresh cloud of ash into the air. His hand shook as he reached for me. My own stretched out to meet it. The barest graze of our fingertips sent a tremor down my bones, a reverberating echo of life and sunlight and spun gold and the ocean. So bright. So loud. I thought it might shatter me into a thousand pieces.
And all at once, I remembered.
“I know your face,” I whispered.
His features blurred. Something hot and damp stung my cheeks. Those rough hands abandoned my outstretched fingers to close on my face, thumbs smearing the tears from my skin as I blinked to clear my vision.
“Quintin…”
A small nod accompanied the broken smile that tugged at his lips, and with shaking hands, he gently pulled my brow to his. I leaned against him, a flood of memory crashing down upon me. A dark forest. A smoldering campfire. Snow and cold and hunger and fear. Piles of stones between barren trees. Hope, so fragile and fleeting, sustaining a desperate few.
And there in the middle of it all, a constant light, a reminder in the deepest reaches of that darkness.
You are not alone.



Chapter 54
The dining hall of the Lazerin manor was large enough to seat fifty guests. Its walls had hosted Yule feasts and nameday suppers, harvest festivals and wedding parties. Its soaring beam ceiling and polished plank floors drew the room outward, making even the most well-attended events feel spacious.
Now, seated at the head of the long, dark table, surrounded by a mere dozen familiar faces, I felt like I was suffocating.
My head was crowded with a hundred lives, every loss, every joy, every death lingering like the threads of a dream. The more I tried to grasp them, the quicker they vaporized beneath the force of my attention, leaving me with their echoing presence but without the cacophony of their memories.
A blessing, that reprieve. The tension in the room was loud enough.
I stared down at my hands, fisted in the soft cotton skirts of my dress, and repeated, “I don’t know,” for what felt like the hundredth time.
“You were dead, little thorn,” Brenna pressed gently. “I’ve seen my share of corpses.”
“We burned you,” added Finn.
I lifted my head to scan the wary, expectant faces around the table. Friends. Allies. Those who had known me from birth and those who had bled with me on the field. But the one face I longed to see, the one that would have anchored me with a single look, was absent.
I had not seen Quintin in hours – or was it days? I could barely keep a grip on the chaos inside my head, let alone track the passage of time. I remembered his touch in the ashes. Sunlight and cold earth beneath my feet. The press of a crowd. A sea of eyes.
And then he’d been gone.
It was Izikiel who had taken my hand and guided me to the manor, assuring me that Quintin would return; Izikiel who had sat with me for hours as our allies trickled in from the battlefield; Izikiel who had kept them at bay as long as possible in the hopes that my guardian would arrive.
Now it was Izikiel, not Quintin, who stood beside my chair as I endured the suspicious, bewildered stares of my friends.
It had taken nearly an hour to spin the whole strange tale to them. My last moments on the field. The stone tower and the celestial being. The endless loop of formless existence.
Watching. Living. Dying.
Over and over and over again.
By the time I was done, it felt as though a great fog had lifted from my mind, but though the telling had brought me a measure of clarity, it had also brought an onslaught of questions.
Lord Ulitri shifted in his seat, wiry brows knitting. “This dead city, was it at all familiar?”
“No. It was no place I recognized.”
“And from the tower?” Lucius asked. “Could you see a coastline? A bay?”
“Only mountains. And snow.”
“You’re certain?”
“Yes.” I knew he asked out of fear for his home, but I had answered various versions of this same question a half-dozen times already and my nerves were wearing thin. “I don’t believe the city lies anywhere in Alesia, if it was even a real place at all. And if it was, it could just as easily be from a thousand years ago as from today. The lives I witnessed spanned the whole of Alesian history.”
They considered that with stiff frowns for a moment. Then Titus waved a hand at the pile of white fabric heaped upon the table in front of me.
“And the being you encountered gave you no instruction?” he asked. “No clue as to what you are meant to do with that?”
“Why must it have a purpose?” Izikiel replied in my stead. “Perhaps it was just a means to return her to this side of the veil.”
“Why, though?” Will chimed in from his spot against the wall. “Don’t get me wrong, my lady, I’m grateful beyond words to have you back, but the question is on all our minds. Why you? And how?”
“The how is beyond all our ken, I think,” said Izikiel, “but clearly her path is not yet at its end. Whoever she saw beyond the veil sent her back to us. There must be something she is meant to do. A purpose she is meant to serve.”
“You seem to know a lot more about this than you’re letting on, priest,” Brenna grumbled.
“I know only what she has told me. What she has told us all.”
Reyus, who had so far watched the proceedings in thoughtful silence, now pinned me with a penetrating stare.
“We should send for the Queen. These are matters for the House of Adulil.”
“No,” I bit out before Izikiel could respond. My fingers twisted in my skirts as I grasped for calm. “She has enough on her mind, right now. I’ll not distract her with something none of us can even explain.”
“She needs to know.”
I shot him a hard look. “When the time is right.”
“She could help you-”
“Help me what?” I snapped, the last threads of my calm evaporating. “Help me relearn the taste of food? Help me remember which hand I write with, or which of the hundred deaths I witnessed was my own?” That much I knew, of course – a war hammer to the back of the skull – but it helped to drive the point home. “If I can’t discern as much for myself, Lord Oristei, I doubt your niece can.”
His jaw clenched at my outburst, a sunken silence falling over the room. My eyes flitted across the assembled faces, reading the same in every stricken one.
Fear.
Even Emir, standing beside Itsu’s chair, watched me with a disturbed frown. Even Amita clutched her hands in dismay.
All of them. Everyone I loved looked at me like I was something poisonous.
“I think Lady Lazerin has shared all she can with us,” Izikiel declared in his soothing tone. “Patience is the best course, for now. Perhaps time will offer more clarity.”
I snatched the pile of white silk and fled.
Unsettled murmurs rose in my wake, a chorus of speculation erupting before I even made it into the hallway. I rushed down the dim corridor, desperate to put some distance between myself and that sea of frightened faces.
Their fear hurt, but I understood. None had ever come back the way I had. No stories or legends that held any kind of merit spoke of a return from the grave. Such things went beyond the teachings of Adulil, against nature itself, against the very core of all that my people held sacred.
People are born. They live. And they die. 
Not only had I upended the natural order, not only had I spurned His final gift, denying the Far Shore in favor of Al-Rahim’s flames, but the gods had actually rewarded me for it. It was wrong. I was wrong. Every single breath I took was wrong, and they all knew it.
That passage through the veil had changed me on the outside as well as in, beyond healing my death wounds and turning my mind inside out. The eyes that looked back at me in the mirror were not mine. Within their dark green pools, a ring of gold surrounded each pupil like a sunburst, a reminder to any who might forget – or doubt – what I was.
Wraith. Ghost. Unnatural thing.
Would they always fear me? The thought of it gnawed at me as my feet hammered the floorboards, carrying me farther from their frightened murmurs.
I turned a corner and stopped short, blinking to clear the mist from my eyes as I spotted a figure at the far end of the hallway.
Quintin.
His hurried gait jerked to an abrupt halt at the sight of me, pale eyes wide in the dim light. Even at a distance, I noticed his rigid stance. The quick rise and fall of his chest. The crease of his brow and the clench of his hands at his sides.
Fear?
That couldn’t be. I must be misreading him, projecting the same doubts I’d seen in the others. My wounded heart was making mountains out of air. But as I started toward him, eager to close that distance and seek solace in his steady company, he turned.
He turned and he walked away.



Chapter 55
Servants and soldiers scurried about the courtyard, unloading wagons and repairing what damage had been done during the battle. The stables had escaped with only a few broken doors and some charred clapboards, every stall and near paddock now filled with what horses could be recovered from the field. The racket of hammers echoed through the barn when I stepped inside in search of Valor.
“Third one on the left.”
Near the door to the tack room stood Will, brushing down a dark mare with a white blaze. Her knees and flanks were a patchwork of freshly-scabbed wounds. My young armsman eyed me over her withers.
“As ornery as ever, in case you were wondering. Bit two of the lads just this morning. Ain’t nobody been able to get close enough to tend him.”
He ducked under the mare’s neck and fished a metal tin from his pocket. He offered it to me with a tilt of his head and an easy smile that reached all the way to his eyes.
“Maybe you could give it a go?”
As promised, I found Valor in the third stall on the left, shuffling his hooves angrily in the straw. He stilled when I threw the latch and slipped inside, big dark eyes settling on me.
“Hello proud boy…”
“He’s been all out of sorts since we brought him in,” Will said from the doorway. “A good dozen of us tried to get him cleaned up, but he just wasn’t having it.”
“You stubborn goat,” I murmured.
“Even Quintin gave it a few tries. Told him to just fetch you. Figured that’s why you were here.”
I tried to ignore the sting of hurt that rolled over inside my chest. “No. He didn’t mention it.”
The hinges on the half-door creaked beneath Will’s weight, his tone turning apologetic. “Ah, well… he’s been helpin’ General Reyus with the infantry, last few days. Likely slipped his mind.”
I put one hand to the hard plane of Valor’s face and peered at the web of untended wounds crisscrossing his chest and legs. Dried blood had matted in his short dappled hair, a number of rough scabs cracked and weeping.
“Gods, look at you…”
“He’s a tough old bastard,” Will remarked. “By the look of his hooves, he took a few with ‘im.”
I scratched behind his forelocks, a sad smile tugging at my lips. “Brave boy.”
As always, he behaved well enough for me. Will fetched me a stool, a pail of warm water, and a few thick rags, and I spent the better part of an hour soaking those angry scabs loose. Once cleaned, I stitched the wounds that needed it and smeared salve across the rest. Valor suffered it all with remarkable patience, merely whickering at what I knew must have stung with a vengeance.
All the while, Will hung over the stall door and watched, chatting with me as though nothing were amiss. We spoke of horses and home. Of the spring festival we’d missed by over a month. Our favorite solstice treats. After days of furtive looks and tense, empty smiles from everyone I encountered, I could have kissed him for it.
And then, when I pressed, he told me about the battle.
After our flank fell, Leon’s brother Brendon had diverted a portion of his infantry in an attempt to recover where we had faltered. As they pressed northward, Lucius had regrouped with his heavy cavalry, cresting the hill just in time to see the skirmishers pin us against the fortress walls. He’d led a furious charge, the Black Lances smashing through the enemy lines, but it was too late. Only a handful of my two hundred remained.
With the majority of their siege burned and the Freyjans harassing their southern flank, the Persicans rallied for one final push. A phalanx of shields and spears forced its way out into the core of our divided infantry. As our men were driven back, the fort’s portcullis opened, spewing forth General Reyus, Captain Briggs, and their two thousand soldiers to bolster General Brenna’s cavalry and break the phalanx from behind.
It was a bloody, brutal business. By midday, many thousands lay dead or dying on the fields of Laezon. I didn’t ask why there were no enemies taken captive. I knew Brenna well enough and the legends filled in the rest. Freyjans do not keep prisoners of war.
Most had been buried where they’d fallen, Alesian and Persican alike interred in mass graves beneath the sea of mud surrounding the fortress walls. The few who had been recovered by their love ones lined the edge of the forest, an endless row of dirt mounds marked with bundles of wilting wildflowers and herbs. When at last he fell silent, I was sitting motionless on the stool near Valor’s back legs, the weight of those lives crowding my chest.
“I’m sorry, Will” I murmured, staring at the damp, bloody rag hanging slack in my hands.
“Got nothin’ to be sorry for, miss,” he replied. Exhaustion dragged at his words as though he’d fought that battle all over again in the retelling. “It’s war. Soldiers die.”
I shook my head. “I let my need for revenge blind me. I lost focus. Those men and women are dead because of me. You almost died because of me.”
“We all chose to ride with you, miss. Every last one of us. Not for glory or honor or whatever nonsense those half-mad Freyjans are so keen on.” The smile in his voice drew my eyes to his, but the grin twisting his lips quickly faded. “Because you gave us a choice. And when the time came, you were willing to bleed for us, just the same as we were for you.”
He blurred in my vision, my throat tightening to an immovable knot.
“Now if you don’t mind,” he added, nodding to the salve in my hand, “I’ve a few more to patch up yet today.”
Aching, I stood and Will plucked the tin from my outstretched palm. He held the door as I gave Valor a farewell pat and slipped back out into the aisle.
“I’ll take those,” he said, reclaiming the stool and bucket. “Go on. I’m sure you’ve more important things to do than wallow in the stables with the likes of me.”
I mustered a crooked smile for him. “Don’t be so sure. Not many souls brave enough to mingle with the undead.”
“Give ‘em time. They’ll come around.”
I hid my doubts behind a few words of thanks and took my leave.
“Miss?”
I paused halfway to the far door, glancing back. Will’s easy grin had vanished, his boyish features drawn and solemn.
“That hurt you feel, thinkin’ on the ones we lost… Every last one of us knew that hurt, watchin’ you burn.” He shifted on his feet, a bit of his light brown hair falling into his eyes, reminding me with a pang of James. “You don’t know what it did to us,” he said roughly. “What it did to him.”
I didn’t need to ask of whom he spoke.

Though I’d doubted to my very core, Will turned out to be right. As I worked to patch up the pieces of my broken province, I spoke to those around me like I couldn’t see the questions on their faces or the wariness in their eyes. I was calm. Predictable. And in time, they seemed to let go of whatever fear they’d harbored about my resurrection.
Everyone except Quintin.
He didn’t come to any of the meals, nor to the daily meetings our remaining war council held in the study. The few times I caught sight of him about the house and grounds, he immediately found something important that needed doing in the opposite direction.
It hurt more than I can say.
For the first time in years, I avoided my drills. I could tolerate his evasions in the courtyard or the halls, but there was something inexplicably personal about our dawn sessions. I wasn’t sure I could stomach that rejection.
Keeping busy was the surest path to distraction and there was plenty to be done. I sent a litany of missives to our various allies informing them of our victory, including a thick battle report for the Queen. Of my death and rebirth, I said nothing, having concluded that such a thing was better explained in person than through a few lines on parchment. I invited her to Laezon and left it at that.
As for our forces, a sprawling military encampment now surrounded the manor walls, Reyus and Brenna commanding in amicable conjunction. The fort was re-manned, repairs well under way to shore up the scarred battlements. Patrols of cavalry circled to every corner of Laezon to scour the last remaining Persicans from our lands.
Under Amita’s supervision, the piecemeal staff put the household back in order. The forest settlement was abandoned and a new camp established in the west paddocks, its residents offering aid where they could, helping repair what damage the Persicans had done to the manor and grounds. I had little time to visit them, but Amita assured me that everyone was being taken care of in my absence.
Lord Caerus and his physicians set up an extensive field hospital at the perimeter of the battlefield, tending what wounded remained. When I rode out to see it, I found the Royal Physician elbows-deep in gore as he oversaw the amputation of one soldier’s festering leg. I’d spewed my lunch all over the grass outside the surgery tent, catching a few surreptitious stares and an awkward pat on the back from one kind-faced medic’s assistant.
Another day, I visited the row of graves along the forest’s edge. It took several hours to walk the full length of them. Will had offered to accompany me, but I’d refused, preferring to speak to the dead alone. Afterward, I’d ridden to the massive burial mounds outside the fort.
It is hard to convey the feeling of such a place. The air thrums with echoes of battle, the blood-stained soil sinking beneath your feet as though all those interred beneath it are reaching up to grasp your boots and pull you down to join them. It is harder still to face the truth that every last one of them is buried in that ground, at least in part, because of you.
As I wandered those hallowed fields with so many faces on my conscience, I swore to never let anger rule me again. This war would claim many more before its end, but no one else would die for my revenge.
No one except Solomon.



Chapter 56
QUINTIN
I couldn’t bear to face her. Not after what I’d seen. I ate my meals in the kitchen and avoided her at every turn, trying in vain to flee from the memory of the torch in my hand and the utter despair to which I’d surrendered by the time that hateful day had finally ended.
It gave me plenty of time to think; about her, about death, about whether my place was still at her side or as far as I could get from it, about the oath I’d sworn to her father and the conditions he’d set. About the sight of her stirring from those ashes. The sea of hands that had reached for her as she climbed the ridge to greet the dawn, barefoot and heedless of how little that silken shroud obscured the bare flesh beneath. I’d shoved that particular memory down deep, shamed by my tendency to linger on it, in light of all she had endured.
That was most certainly not my place.
I’d grown slack in my duty, letting her get too close, letting her under my skin. The man Lord Damien had taken into his service would never have allowed her onto the field. That man would have tied her to a tree to save her from her own stubbornness, and in failing that, would have followed her on horseback – shit shot or otherwise – to keep guard. Instead, I’d gone against my better judgment over and over again, more focused on what I felt for her than on fulfilling my duty.
Sloppy. Amateur. Foolish.
And she’d paid for it with her life.
Never again.
I used those days of self-imposed isolation to rebuild my walls stone by stone. I buried deep all that she’d been to me, all those months in the forest, every shared sorrow and triumph. I dusted the cobwebs off my composure and dragged the hardened Tuvrian in me back to the fore. I invited the brutal voices of my captains back into my head, their merciless tones the only clarity within my muddled thoughts.
She is your charge. Nothing more.
A desperate lie. One that was shattered time and again by the crush of overwhelming relief that resurfaced every time I laid eyes on her from afar. But dodging her in the halls and whiling my days away in the fields with the infantry weren’t getting me any closer to turning that lie into truth. I needed distance; time to clear my head. Time to remind myself, once and for all, who and what I was. Space to recover what sense of duty I’d allowed to slowly bleed from me over the past year. To make myself useful again. After all, what good is an armsman who’s too distracted by his charge to protect her?
A few weeks to breathe. That’s all I needed. She’d be safe here, with a loyal army camped outside the walls. Maybe by the time I returned, I’d be worthy of the oath I’d sworn. So I packed my rucksack, rose with the dawn, and made to leave before the rest of the house woke.
As I reached for the handle, the barracks door lurched open and Will’s tall frame halted on the threshold. His eyes flicked across me, narrowing at the sight of the pack slung over my shoulder.
“Going somewhere?” he asked.
I shot him a warning look and made to slip past him, but he shifted to block my path, lean arms crossing over his chest.
“Was hoping you’d give me a hand with Valor before you head out with General Reyus for the day.”
“Ask Erik,” I grumbled. “I’m busy.”
“I can see that.”
I didn’t have time for this. I needed to be gone before there was any chance of running into Elivya. Before the sight of her could make me change my mind.
“Get out of my way, Will.”
“What did she say?” The cavalier tilt of his head failed to hide the edge of scorn in his voice. “When you told her you were leaving.”
I bit my tongue. Usually, I found his devotion to her endearing. Right now, it was testing the last frayed threads of my patience.
“Move,” I growled.
He unfolded his arms and took a step forward, leaning against the doorframe. “You didn’t tell her, did you?”
“Move, boy, or I will move you.”
He didn’t flinch. Not just a silver tongue, this one. He’d plenty of experience using that height of his to his advantage, but Tommy’s boy fell far short of making me nervous. I’d seen him swing a sword. With an unimpressed huff, I shouldered my way past him and started down the hall.
“Might not get far without this,” he called. A faint jingle rang out behind me.
I glanced back to see Will dangling a coin pouch between two fingers. My coin pouch. The one that I’d tucked into my tunic only minutes ago. He lounged against the doorway and flashed me his best gutter-charm grin.
“I’ll give it back after you talk to her.”
My temper flared, but I wasn’t about to let that whelp get the best of me, well-intentioned or otherwise.
“Keep it,” I said, and started to walk away.
“You sure?”
“Consider it payment for keeping your mouth shut.”
“Generous,” he lilted in mock awe. “Not that I’m complaining. I’ve always wanted Euzoni steel, but I have to admit it feels a bit wasted on me.”
My feet froze, chest sinking. One hand flew to my belt, to the dagger sheath there.
Empty.
“Give it back,” I snarled, whirling on him.
He didn’t move, still reclining in the doorway, flipping my knife in the same hand that had only moments ago held my now-vanished coin pouch.
“Alex gave you this, right?”
“Aaron.”
“Right. Aaron.” Folded steel sang as he tossed it end over end. “Nice.”
“Hand it over, Will.”
“She came to the stables,” he said in a conversational tone, ignoring my fury. “Said you never mentioned Valor needed tending.”
“I assumed you would tell her.”
The knife stilled. “I specifically asked you-”
“I’ve been busy.”
“It’s a two-minute conversation!” he balked.
“I’m not your damned courier.”
“You know how much he means to her. If you’re avoiding her because you think she’ll forget-”
“It’s none of your damned business,” I snapped. “Now give it back. I won’t ask again.”
He quirked a coy brow at me. “You’ve not asked at all.”
“We both know I could take it from you.”
His nimble fingers caught the knife by the blade after one final flip. “Maybe. But us back-alley types tend to make a bit of a ruckus when we scrap. The kind likely to bring the missus running.”
Light-fingered little bastard.
I fumed in place, trying to decide whether or not to throttle him anyway, considering the blade in his hand and how much damage I was willing to do to get it back.
Then Will shoved off the door frame and straightened with a sigh. “She looks for you.”
My chest tightened, anger stumbling.
“Every time she enters a room. Walks out into the courtyard. Comes to dinner.” His solemn stare pinned me to the floor. “First thing she does is look for you, and you’re not there.”
His expression hardened as he advanced on me.
“But I am,” he said. “I get to watch every time she realizes it. Every time the hope vanishes from her face and she hates herself a little more for looking.”
He halted right in front of me, the corridor suddenly too narrow, too tight.
“I want you to see it,” he declared. “I want you to look her in the eye and watch that light fade and know that you’re the one who took it from her.” Marbled steel glinted as he raised the blade between us. “And then you can have your fucking knife back.”
Without another word, he pushed past me and disappeared down the hall, muttering loud enough that I knew he meant for me to hear.
“Stubborn prick…”



Chapter 57
ELIVYA
The garden stood empty in the early morning quiet, a faint pang of disappointment sinking through my chest. Foolish, really. I knew he wouldn’t be here.
In the weeks since the battle, I hadn’t allowed myself to miss Quintin’s company, to miss our daily sparring or his wry smile or the sound of his voice. To admit as much felt like weakness. I wasn’t about to give in to it now, no matter how persistent the ache in my chest.
My fingers tightened on the sword I’d borrowed from the newly-replenished racks of the house armory.
He walked away, I reminded myself. Walked away and stayed away.
The quiet sigh of the Oak and the faint aroma of herbs kept me company as I started in on my drills, my feet and hands slowly regaining their confidence. I felt slightly off-balance without the weight of my shield, but moving through the forms made me feel a bit more like myself, like one more big piece of me falling back into place.
I tried not to think about what parts were still missing.
I’d been at it for nearly an hour when the creak of the garden door broke my concentration, followed by a long pause that set the small hairs on the back of my neck to standing. My ears strained, tracking every hesitant step he took toward me, the faint rattle of his baldric confirming what my thundering heart already knew.
Quintin.
I kept my back to him as I continued the cycle I’d been working, anger and hurt and a feeble spark of hope warring beneath my skin. Pride urged me to keep on with my drills and ignore him entirely, the way he’d ignored me for over a week. But despite everything, despite all the loneliness and the feelings of betrayal, when I reached the end of the form, I stilled.
He’d walked away, true, but he was here now. Maybe he’d come to explain. To apologize. With my borrowed sword hanging slack at my side, I mustered my courage and turned to face him.
Tight jaw and clear eyes. Stiff soldier’s posture and a bead of nervous sweat in the hollow of his throat. He seemed to dread every breath he took in my presence, and yet here he stood, no weapons or armor besides the ones written on his face.
Say it, I demanded with a silent stare. Just say you’re sorry so we can move on.
Fool that I was, I’d all but forgiven him already.
“I came to say goodbye.”
My heaving lungs seized mid-breath.
“And to see if you have any message for Tommy,” he added flatly. I just stood there, speechless, as the words sank in.
Leaving. He was leaving.
Was that it? Not even a flicker of reluctance, of remorse? Did I mean so little to him? Bitter memories swam through my head, offering the answer.
What am I to you?
My charge.
No. I was more than that to him – had to be, after everything. Why would he beg me to stay, that night, only to walk away now?
“Liv,” he murmured.
I couldn’t stand the empty look on his face, that wall of unfeeling stone. I turned and shuffled a few paces away.
“Liv.”
I could feel his eyes on my back, waiting for me to say something – anything – but my lips wouldn’t move, my voice buried beneath the turmoil inside my head.
After a long moment, a heavy exhale cut the silence at my back. I heard the resignation in Quintin’s steps as he drew closer, but rather than approaching me, he crossed to the bench nearby and set a small gleaming bundle on the seat.
My dagger.
I’d thought it lost to the pyre along with everything else, but the Lazerin crest glinted on the pommel, untouched by ash or flame. Quintin thumbed the patterned sheath before releasing it, as though reluctant to let it go.
“I’ll give Tommy your regards,” he said softly. And then, without another word, he turned to leave.
My heart splintered with every fading thud of his boots. I stared at the blade he’d left, at the bench beneath it, memory tugging at my chest. His voice echoed in my head.
I swear to you, I’ll never leave you again.
“You promised…”
Behind me, Quintin’s steps slowed to a halt. I turned, anger rising from the depths of my desperation.
“You swore.” I hurled the words at him, my voice trembling. Hot tears spilled over my lashes. “You coward,” I whispered. “Are you truly so afraid of me?”
“Afraid of you?”
“Of what I am.”
“I’m not afraid of you.”
“Just indifferent, then,” I spat, trying to cover up the sob crowding my throat. “Or disappointed, perhaps, to find me in the ashes when you thought you were finally free.”
His expression blackened. “Oh, you’ve some stones on you, woman.”
“If you wanted to be rid of me, you should have just left me in the citadel.”
His boots closed the distance between us in the space of a heartbeat, his furious blue stare looming over me.
“You haven’t the slightest inkling the things I did just to get back to you-”
“Not willingly, that much is clear,” I seethed. “I wonder why you even bothered to come back at all.”
“You are my charge-”
“Which clearly means very little, since you are so eager to be on your way.”
“-my friend-”
“Which apparently means even less!” I scoffed, the hurt forcing its way to the surface of my voice. “Since, when I have need of one most, you won’t even speak to me! Instead, you’d rather flee to Kingston and wherever else-”
“I’ve every intention of returning-”
“Oh, well then by all means,” I drawled, sweeping a sarcastic bow.
“Though you’ll forgive me if I fail to hold my breath, this time.”
He recoiled as though I’d slapped him across the face.
Cruel girl. Hateful girl. He is right to leave you behind.
But I couldn’t stop. I was too far gone. I tossed my borrowed blade to the ground and shoved him hard with both hands.
“Go on!” I spat, advancing. “What are you waiting for?” Another shove, Quintin giving ground. “After all, I was just an assignment, right? Keep the stupid little noble brat out of trouble?”
Fists clenched and jaw tight, he shook me off and turned, marching for the door. “This was a mistake.”
“Not as big a mistake as mine,” I shouted bitterly after him. “I trusted
you. I needed you!”
“No, I needed you!” he roared, whirling on me. “I needed you. To live! To still be fucking breathing when I saw you next!” His voice broke, losing its harsh edge one syllable at a time. “To curse at me and call me a jackass and prove me wrong a few thousand more times. To steal my shirt laces and give me books to read. To see your face across the circle at dawn.” He took a thin, ragged breath. “I needed you to be here, Liv. To keep ruining me the way you have been for years.”
I couldn’t move, could hardly breathe, paralyzed by the raw emotion in his voice. By the truth that was written in every crease and curve of his face, from pale eyes to stubbled jaw. A truth I had known since the forest, and perhaps long before.
“Say something,” he ground out when the silence stretched.
I swallowed, my throat thick around the words. “If you don’t kiss me right now, I might never forgive you.”
He hesitated. Doubting his ears, perhaps, or doubting the wisdom of crossing a line we’d both kept clear of for so long. But after only a moment of vacillation, he closed the small distance between us and took my face between his hands. 
The first brush of his lips thrummed through me, stealing the air from my lungs in a shaking sigh. On the second timid pass, I pressed into him and his whole body melted against mine. Hesitance gradually gave way to hunger, need flooding us both like the breaking of a dam. Lips devoured with starved certainty, each graze of his tongue against mine sending a stripe of fire down my spine.
I’d never wanted anyone or anything so much in my life.
Far too soon, a sharp inhale hissed through his nostrils, his mouth slowing against mine. Two decades of discipline dragged him back from the edge of abandon. With one final, gentle, lingering kiss, he pulled away and rested his brow against mine.
His eyes remained closed, a deep furrow forming between them as he wrestled for control. My soaring heart sank. Though his arms held tight to me, locking me against him, I could feel that guard of his raising. Bracing. At long last, Quintin lifted his aching gaze to meet mine.
“That can never happen again.”
The words tore from him, low and hoarse, threaded with grief and desire. My answering whisper came out much the same.
“…I know.”
Whatever lay between us, nothing in the world could change what we were. Even if Selice had sent my ring on to Adrian, even if the likelihood of him honoring our contract had faded paper-thin over the two years since I’d seen him last, I had been raised to serve my House. Its future still rested in my hands and on my choices. If there was the slightest chance Adrian remained true, I had to marry him.
But I knew I wouldn’t be able to walk away from Quintin if he ever kissed me like that again.
I loved him. That much, I could no longer deny. And because I loved him, I didn’t want him to suffer any more than he already had because of me. What lay between us had to end here and now, before it went a single step further. Doing so would keep us both free. Me, to secure the future of my House, should the unlikely possibility present itself; him, to return home once this was all over and find some kind of happiness with someone else.
And therein lay the final bitter truth. I was bound for the noose. Even if Adrian refused me, I had no future beyond the end of this war, but Quintin could. I’d not be responsible for casting a permanent shadow over the rest of his life. Selfish, I might be, but I am not so cruel as that.
So though it broke me to do it, I eased myself free from his embrace, taking a few steps back and wrapping my arms around myself. The miserable look on his face told me he was perfectly aware of every single reason that had filed through my head, and a few more besides.
For a long moment, neither of us spoke.
“I wish-”
“Don’t,” I bit out, cutting him off. My eyes began to burn, that sharp sinking feeling dragging inside my chest. My voice fell to a ragged whisper. “Please….”
I couldn’t bear to hear how things might have been different, if our lives or our circumstances were otherwise. Hearing those words in his voice would haunt my dreams for the rest of my days.
He searched my face for a long moment, and then swallowed thickly.
“I’ll keep my promise,” he said instead. A hard, hollow edge crept back into his tone, a bulwark to brace us both. “I’ll never leave you again. Until the day you send me from your side, I’m yours.”
I felt quite sure that day would never come.



Chapter 58
When I discovered Quintin only meant to be gone a few weeks, and only to the relative safety of Kingston, I will admit I felt a bit foolish. Still, I couldn’t regret what had passed between us in the garden. Having that bittersweet truth out in the open eased the tension between us in a strange yet comforting way.
We resumed our old routine as though nothing had changed, sparring in the garden each morning and showing up to breakfast filthy and fully-armed. I managed to find suitable replacements for most of my gear, but a Freyjan shield was not among them. Though many of Brenna’s warriors had fallen in the battle, their shields were as good as sacred to each scion of Freyja, and as such were buried with them. That, I understood, unaccountably bereaved at the loss of my own.
With the help of my capable staff and allies, order was gradually restored to Laezon. Those who had fled to Montar slowly trickled back south, the news of our victory spread by word-of-mouth and courier alike. Towns and villages came alive once more, rebuilding what Persica had destroyed and laying claim to the lands for which so many had died.
As we walked the reestablished forest camp, I thought long and hard about the future of those who remained. The Bendton volunteers were eager to return home and begin rebuilding their town and their lives. The rest, though, the gezgin and those who had fled to Laezon from the eastern provinces, had no home to which they could safely return.
I spoke at length with Amita on it, resolving in the end to extend an offer of permanent residence to each and every one of them. Whoever wished it was welcome to build a homestead on Lazerin land. Many accepted wholeheartedly. Plots were designated and deeded, and as the days grew longer, foundations began taking shape, the familiar sounds of hammer and saw ringing in the crisp spring air.
But the gezgin refused.
“It is not our way, young one,” Itsu told me in her wry tone when I pressed for them to put down roots. “To wander is in our blood. One day we will take back the plains of our forefathers. Until then, what you have given is more than enough.”
Except it wasn’t. Not to me. So with Amita’s help, I drafted my first decree as the Lady of Lazerin: granting hunting rights and safe passage to any gezgin within Laezon.
And to the Bendton volunteers, I gifted what coin the Lazerin treasury could spare. They tried to refuse, but in the end my stubborn insistence won out and they each took the handful of silvers I shoved at them. 
It was a sad day when they left us. The whole of the Lazerin household stood in that early morning light, lining the fields just outside the manor walls with solemn faces as the wagons were hitched and horses shuffled in their traces.
Finn approached first, having volunteered alongside a handful of Lazerin cavalry to oversee the reconstruction efforts in Bendton. He offered me a loose soldier’s bow.
“You send for me if you’ve need of anything,” I told him. “Supplies, men, coin.”
He straightened with a quiet smile and patted the coin pouch jingling at his belt. “You’ve given enough, my lady.”
“Even so.”
His eyes glittered, his voice turning soft. “As you say, miss.”
With another small bow and a silent clasp of Quintin’s and Will’s forearms beside me, he stepped aside for the gezgin to make their way to us. Itsu and Emir stood at the fore, a sprawl of dusky faces and jewel-toned eyes behind.
Emir swept me into an enthusiastic embrace, lifting me clear off the ground, his lean arms squeezing tight. I laughed through the tears that pricked my eyes, my ribs aching by the time he’d released me.
“I still give offer, anchin,” he said with a mischievous grin. “Come roam with us. Call khogshin ‘grandmother’ in true.”
Itsu thumped him with her walking stick. “She has duties enough, here. We will see her again.” Her jade eyes snapped to me. “Soon, yes?”
I nodded, my heart full. “Soon.”
A sudden silence fell between us, a world of unspoken sentiment crowding air.
“I will miss you, khogshin,” I said softly. “All of you.”
A smile curved her thin lips. With gnarled hands, she dug beneath her shawl and drew forth a length of dark green fabric patterned with leaves. She wrapped it about my neck and placed a warm hand on my cheek.
“You will always have a place among us.”
Slowly, and yet far too soon, she backed away. But before they turned to leave, a low voice rumbled behind them, the sea of dark faces parting as a man pressed his way to the fore.
Scowling, as always, he paused beside Emir.
Yusuf.
I felt Quintin tense beside me. I knew without looking that his hand would be on his dagger. Yusuf halted purposefully before me, every inch of him strung tight. He reached for the bow slung across his back and when he drew it forth, I caught my breath, eyes tearing from his to drift across the familiar brass inlay. Fresh scars marred the wood, but it had been recently oiled and restrung. He pressed it into my hands with emphasis, the whole of our assembled company having fallen painfully silent.
Those sapphire eyes, the ones that had always regarded me with such loathing, softened a fraction as he took a step back from me and pressed a knuckle to his brow.
“Dargha,” he grated out, ducking his head.
Chief.
And before I could say anything, Itsu and Emir and all the rest had done the same, the single word echoing low through their ranks. Beside them, Finn and the Laezonese pressed fists to their chests, bowing low with quiet smiles on their faces. The lot of them blurred in my vision as, in dumbstruck silence, I could do nothing more than tremble beneath the heart-wrenching weight of that gesture.
I do not deserve such a gift.
Quintin and Will flanked me as the laden carts and bright wagons ambled off into the distance, children hanging out the backs, waving and shouting farewells to us. Dogs bounded alongside, barking and nipping at each other. I clutched the scarf around my neck, my bow slung across my back, and savored the bittersweet ache of that parting. It would be strange not to see their faces every day, but we had done what we set out to do. We had survived.

Wine flowed freely at supper, that night. We all lingered long after the last course had been cleared. Will had his boots propped on the table and a smirk smeared across his face while he and Brenna exchanged ribald tales. Stephan and Erik argued about the new stable hands. Titus and Brendon listened raptly as a red-faced Izikiel engaged Quintin in deep conversation about Tuvrian tradition. Amita drifted between the kitchen and the dining room, supervising the staff and eyeing our makeshift family with a mother’s patient affection.
I watched them all, feeling more at peace than I had in a very long time. And yet, even amid all that warmth and revelry, still the shadow of uncertainty hovered over me. The path before us was nowhere near its end. Whatever purpose I’d been returned to fulfill felt wholly beyond both my understanding and control, and neither ignorance nor helplessness had ever sat easily with me.
As the night deepened, I found myself yearning for some quiet, not wanting my darkening mood to cast a pall over the merriment. So, when – at Izikiel’s urging – Erik hauled a second cask of wine from the cellar and breached it with Will’s eager assistance, I took advantage of the distraction to slip unnoticed from the room.
Spring’s chill whispered across my bare arms as I stepped out onto the veranda and into the evening air. Blessedly quiet. Blessedly alone. Even the icy bite of the balustrade couldn’t drive that feeling of relief from me. I slumped forward onto it, muttering a curse when I realized I’d left my wine glass behind.
In the distance, through the silent dark, a sea of flickering lights littered the night. Beyond the stone walls and sprawled across the grassy hills of my childhood home, the remnants of our army bedded down for the night. Dwindling cookfires sputtered, wisps of low voices drifted on the breeze, and rows upon rows of tents caught the moon’s pale light in their endless peaks.
Men. Thousands of them. Blooded and victorious and ready to fight for their country – their Queen. Not a year past, I might have sworn up and down that I could find a way to save them all, to take that burden upon myself alone.
I knew better, now.
Though I’d fled to the terrace for some solitude, the approach of Quintin’s heavy steps did not come as a disturbance to my thoughts; rather, a completion of them, as if the rest of me had finally managed to catch up. I glanced toward him as he fetched up on my left, offering a freshly-filled glass.
“Daichin.” I took the wine from him with a small grin.
He eased onto the railing beside me. “Emir never did tell me what that meant.”
I studied his profile as he stared out at the encampment, a few rogue strands of hair escaping from his not-entirely-successful knot. I remembered the first time I saw it loose, that startling cascade of gold catching the firelight on our way home from Elas. He’d scolded me for taking the whole of the night’s watch upon myself. And then he’d killed two men in my defense before the next moon fell.
Every bit of it felt like so very long ago.
“It means ‘warrior’,” I said softly, and knew no word would ever suit him better.
We settled into an amicable silence. He didn’t ask if I was cold, or sad, or even simply if I was alright. He knew me better than that – better than anyone. Instead, he just lingered there with his own forgotten glass dangling from one hand and left me to my thoughts.
Along with his steady presence, the sea of firelights and the deepening dark settled something within me; a resolve I’d been wandering blindly toward for many months without ever quite finding. I found it then, with a glass of Aubrey’s favorite Eradine red in my hand and a silent Tuvrian at my side. Certain and immovable, quiet and unquestioning, it hummed through me like a revelation.
No more doubts. No more hesitation. Whatever lay ahead, I would face it without flinching. Whatever sacrifices must be made, whatever unpleasantness, I would give every last piece of myself to put Selice back on the throne.
And then I would greet the headsman with a smile.
That is what it means, to be one of the Seven.
My mother’s voice echoed in my head.
You must be more. You must be unbreakable.
I could be, with Quintin by my side.
He felt my eyes upon him, pale blue catching the moonlight as he turned to meet my gaze in silent query.
“Together?”
The word slipped from my lips without thought, cutting through the long silence and the dark. I knew I didn’t need to ask. Still, as his face softened a fraction behind that careful mask, the sound of his voice made me glad I did.
“Together.”
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