
  
    [image: The Whisper Kin]
  


  
    
      THE WHISPER KIN

    

    
      
        LUCIENNE DIVER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Falstaff Books]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Don’t depend too much on anyone in this world because even your own shadow leaves you when you are in darkness.

        TAQÎ AD-DÎN AḤMAD IBN TAYMIYYAH
        ￼

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Lucienne Diver

      

      
        Falstaff Books

      

      
        Friends of Falstaff

      

    

    

  


  
    
      To Abigail Wheeler, who is more amazing than she knows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ludvin

      

      

      Darkness was falling, and it grew difficult to tell the blood from the shadows. The Blood Princess and her forces had fled the battlefield in the wake of her collapse, but Ludvin didn’t trust the retreat. Bloody Bess could not afford to let them live. Not with the knowledge that the anima of her shadow girls could be drained from her and returned to the land. Bloody Bess had thought herself invincible with their stolen life forces to power her.

      She hadn’t counted on Roha. No one had. Ludvin commanded nim and still hadn’t been prepared.

      Although it was becoming increasingly clear that no one truly commanded Roha.

      The first to his lieutenant’s fallen form, Ludvin lifted nim, bearing Roha’s weight when he rose. Cia made a strangled sound, as though she wanted to be the one to care for Roha, but she was barely holding herself up in the wake of the battle.

      Hedric stepped forward, throwing Roha a dark look before focusing on Ludvin. “Our archers gave the Crown forces a proper send-off, but we must move quickly. We can’t trust that they won’t double back.”

      “Deliver the orders–scattershot, like when we arrived. Set traps as you go. If they hunt us, they’ll have to divide their forces and watch their steps. You know the place,” Ludvin said. “We’ll meet you there.”

      “We?” Hedric’s gaze shot beyond Ludvin and Cia to the others who had aided them: the princess’s former spymaster, Ruggerio, and his cousin, Ulan, whose ghost daughter had been part of Ruggerio’s spy network. “There is no we. They are Crown. You brought these people into our midst, and Bloody Bess used them against us.” Others were standing with Hedric now. Shoulder to shoulder. So many. “Who’s to say she won’t do so again? They can’t be trusted.”

      Ludvin had driven the Restoration. It was his vision, his ideals Hedric threw back at him. Now he was telling Ludvin what would and would not stand?

      He’d been too old to fight for Jucar when the Blood War was declared. Not so his sons. His eldest had never returned. The youngest had been bitten by a Monstrate, one of the terrible lizards conjured by the mageri. Its toxins left nerve damage, and Anson had never been the same. Ludvin would never believe in the magic-men or their constructs. He’d take any aid in fighting them. Their allies had proven to be different from their enemies, but Hedric’s own biases kept him from seeing it.

      “The princess tried to use them. In the end, they fought off her control. They fought for us,” he said, meeting Hedric’s gaze, willing him to see things the way Ludvin saw them. He wished he had Vizi here to speak for him. There was a reason Ludvin led by the hand but counted on others to lead by the heart. He was not a great orator. He didn’t have the power to change men’s minds. He believed. He planned. He organized and arranged and delegated.

      “How many did they strike down first?” Hedric asked, eying Cia and the others. He had enough for an army standing with him. Hardly anyone stood to Ludvin’s side, and he couldn’t be certain that anyone there wasn’t merely angling for a better view of the brewing rift.

      “You can’t be for them and for us,” another man said from beside Hedric. “You allowed sorcery into our ranks. If this keeps up, there will be nothing separating us from them.” He looked pointedly at Roha as ni lolled in Ludvin’s arms.

      Ludvin looked down as well, at the currently comatose figure in his arms who had given everything for them. “But Roha isn’t mageri. Ni is Nim. Ni doesn’t take power from the anima all about or from any living thing. Roha harms none but nimself if ni goes too far, which is what you see here. Ni risked nimself for all of us. To return life to the valley. Just a start, but if we can spread this throughout Jucar–”

      Hedric snarled. “You’ve said it yourself. Roha has gone too far. Power is power. It can be abused, whatever the source.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Cia

      

      

      Cia stepped forward before Ludvin could respond, her eyes alight as though she could blazon the night back into day. Her mouth was open to speak before she even knew what she intended. She’d had enough of silence. It had never kept her safe. Perhaps speaking up wouldn’t change things now, but Roha wasn’t awake to speak for nimself.

      “Us and them,” she spat. “So easily you partition the people who matter from the people you can turn against. Roha fought for you by drawing from nes own reserves, and you want to leave nim behind because you’ve decided you won’t have it? If only you could return your very survival, tainted as it is by nes sacrifice. To the All with your principles! What do you think grants the Nim their power? What exactly do you believe you’re turning your backs on?”

      The words burst out in a raging fire that began to burn away the self-loathing over all the words Cia had held inside during her years of captivity to Garif.

      The Restoration man started to respond, but Cia wasn’t finished. “My mageri husband took over my body. He used it without my permission and against my will. I fought him off, yet you declare I am not to be trusted. I slayed him. With Roha’s help. We all made sacrifices. One of the spirits Roha fed back to the anima was Ulan’s little daughter, so attached to her mother she clung to her even after death. It was her spirit, and that of Bloody Bess’s shadow girls, and the lives taken by Ceramor, the ankari, that restored these fields.

      “We all bled and suffered and sacrificed, and you are alive because of it. We have been tested and tried. If anyone is certain to be true, it is us. But that is nothing to you and your principles.” She spat the last word, eyes blazing, waiting for the blow she was sure would come. It was what backtalk had always brought her.

      Ludvin lowered Roha’s feet to the ground and braced nim against his chest to free a hand for fighting if it came to that. Hostill and Ulan, clutching her wounded arm, stepped up beside Ludvin and Cia, followed after a moment’s hesitation by Ruggerio, hand on his sword.

      The six of them faced off with the swelling group of Restoration rebels Ludvin had once led. Maybe still did, depending on what happened in the next few moments.

      “This woman has had the mageri, the abomination in her head, taken him into her body,” Hedric said, loud enough for his voice to carry. Cia wanted to burn him to cinders. “We have only her word that he isn’t there still. Or that he hasn’t left anything behind. These people can’t be trusted. However, you decide,” he added to Ludvin, “whether you’re with us or not, the boy is certainly ours. We can’t allow them to poison the future king.”

      There was a gasp, and Cia grabbed protectively for Hostill, where she expected him to be, where she’d last seen him, but he’d launched himself forward. His entire body was stiff, like a longbow primed to fire. One hand was clenched in a fist so tight Cia was sure that his jagged nails must be biting into his palms. The other…the other was pressed against his thigh so that in the darkness the opposing side might not notice the knife he always carried. He was prepared for a new battle. For anything.

      “The boy has a name,” he said, enunciating each word as though he’d been brought up in the palace rather than in a ramshackle hut abutting a graveyard. “It’s Hostill. And whether or not I’m to be your future king, I am my own being.”

      He raised the hand with the blade. It was dramatic and drew everyone’s gaze. “I am not a game piece. If anyone tries to grab me, I will take myself off the board.” He made a quick slash at his own throat, and everyone gasped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hostill

      

      

      When the knife slid away, there were gasps of released breath as it became clear no actual blood had been drawn. Not yet, anyway. He desperately hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

      Hostill glared into Hedric’s eyes, pretending he wasn’t scared to death and unsure what to do, but his go-to when faced with anything bigger and badder had always been to wave a knife around and bluff it out. It had worked well enough when Cia had first stumbled upon him, hiding in his home that had been condemned as a plague house. He was more badly outnumbered now, but he also had people at his back.

      He didn’t know how to do it but to do it. If he was supposed to be king someday–which was ridiculous, because who put a boy from the streets on the throne?–he ought to start testing his power and diplom…er…diplomercy. Something like that, though he’d never known those in power to show mercy of any kind.

      “How about this?” he said. No, wrong to ask. I should be telling them. “If you won’t have Roha and the others with you, then I’m going with them. You don’t like it, send Ludvin with us. You know him. You trust him. He can keep an eye on me and on the rest, and we’ll figure out a way to get messages across. We’ll find a way forward.” He risked looking over his shoulder toward Cia. She was the first of the others he’d met, and while he wasn’t so sure about her on one level, on a deeper level it seemed he was, and that one won out. She nodded.

      He looked back just in time to flash his knife when two shadowy rebels on either side of Hedric lunged forward to grab him. His blade slashed one in the hand, and a spurt of blood glittered in the night. He didn’t know what it said about the amount of death he’d seen that he noted that without remorse. Huh, blood’s a little shiny in the moonlight. Interesting. Shouldn’t’a gotten grabby.

      The man hissed and stepped back, and Hedric barked something that sounded more like he was cursing the man for the failure than for the attempted kidnapping–kingnapping?

      Then the lieutenant half-turned away and there was a buzz of hurried and irritated discussion. When he turned back around, he bristled with unhappiness. If he’d had quills, they’d have been standing on end, ready to fire off in all directions. “Ludvin’s judgment has become suspect. We can’t trust him alone.”

      “Fine, send others. But not Grabby-hands,” Hostill said, cutting off Ruggerio as he started to respond, as if it was time for an adult to take over.

      Hedric’s gaze shot to the side where the man with the blood was wrapping a strip of fabric around his slashed hand. “Viktor, then.”

      A mountain of a man stepped forward, blotting out the moon and stars. Behind him, Hostill heard a gasp and Ulan cry out, “No!”

      The deeper chill had fallen as fast as the sun, but the horror in her voice turned the blood in Hostill’s veins to sheer ice.

      “No,” he said again. “Not Viktor.” He must have been one of the men who had captured Cia and Ulan for the Restoration when they’d been treated as hostiles. Probably been rougher than he needed to be.

      “Myrka,” Hostill said instead.

      He meant it as a command, but even he heard his voice rise at the end, making it into a question.

      Myrka must have survived the battle. She’d recovered from the Rot, though with burns over the left side of her face from being set too close to the fire to purge the plague, and with a nasty scar on her chest where an ember had leapt from the hearth. She’d survived on the streets when, like him, her whole family had been taken by the plague. She was a few years older and a whole lot handier with a blade. And very, very useful to the Restoration. But she was a known factor, and a child of the streets, and so they had an unspoken understanding of each other.

      She stepped forward, shouldering in front of Viktor. She held a knife, as did Hostill, only her hold was casual, the blade an extension of her very self. Seeing that all eyes were on her, she flipped it and caught it again, winking at Hostill in the between time. Not exactly conspiratorially, but more to say See what I can do? Mark it.

      “Fine,” Hedric said with bad grace. “You go. And report.” Then he looked at Ludvin so intensely it was as though he wanted to imprint his next words right onto his soul. “To put the boy on the throne, you’ll need allies. You’ll need us. Remember who fought this battle. If you had time to play with magic, it was only because we kept the blades at bay.”

      Hostill bit his tongue on that. He would not forget. He’d been part of the Restoration. They’d been his family after his own had died. Distant family, but family nonetheless. They’d given him purpose, jobs, and enough coin to keep going. But family could just as easily be a trap, and he was not going to fall into it. The rebels had fought, yes. For their cause, but also for their lives. Because they’d been captured and would have been sacrificed by Bloody Bess to restore the anima of the land. Not because the princess cared for the land itself, but so that she could proclaim herself the great savior of the people. And then plunder the power anew when she had need of it.

      The Restoration had never been anything but direct about their motives–save the land by killing all those who would plunder it through magic, which had seemed noble to Hostill until he’d met Roha and Cia, and even Ceramor, a mageri gone feral with the anima he’d stolen from the former king’s hunting hounds to save his wife, who hadn’t lived long enough for it to work. The introduction of another’s essence could twist and bend a person out of true. But the core of Ceramor had remained, and Hostill knew now that not everyone with power was evil. There were gray areas.

      Still, Hedric was right about one thing. They had to stop Bloody Bess, and for that they needed allies. People ready to fight. If he was to be king, which still sounded as likely as cows birthing kittens, he would need alliances. Not all decisions would be as easy as berry or mud pies.

      “We won’t forget,” Ludvin answered, while Hostill was still lost in his thoughts. “But without their ‘playing with magic,’ many more would be dead. Maybe all. Remember that. I’m not defending stealing power from the land. I’m saying there’s another way. Roha found it. We must as well. It’s our only chance to combat them and live.”

      “We’re not afraid to die.”

      Ludvin hung his head. “Dying in itself accomplishes nothing if we don’t win.”

      It was clear that talking to them was useless, and they had already stayed too long. Bloody Bess’s army could double back at any time.

      Hedric stepped forward, and Hostill tensed, ready for another grab or a knife slid between Ludvin’s ribs, but Hedric only clasped his old leader’s forearm. Ludvin clasped his in return. They gazed briefly into each other’s eyes, gave a nod of acknowledgement, and parted.

      As he turned away, Ludvin heaved a great sigh, his shoulders rising and falling with his expulsion of air. He said to no one in particular, “Let’s go.”

      Hostill glanced around at the others and asked, “Where?”

      “Frizenze,” Cia said. So many undercurrents there, he was like to get sucked in. “I have people there. No one will be more motivated to put you on the throne than Jucar’s greatest enemy.”

      The night made harsh shadows of Ruggerio’s face, which appeared carved by a hatchet, leaving it all angles. His scowl at this turned him into a bosewight, a soul so wicked it rejected peace to stick around sucking the life from those nearest and dearest. “Let’s get somewhere safe, and we’ll talk. I know a way.”

      Hostill looked around for horses, but the princess’s army and the Restoration, which had disappeared into the night, had taken all but the most skittish, some of which could be heard stomping or nickering to each other nervously in the dark.

      Eventually, a few came to gentle calling, willing to be wooed. Four horses for seven people. Four. Including the bay Cia had stolen from the fallen soldier, who’d decided that he was hers now and would have no other. He was without the saddle Cia had cut away, upending the cavalryman bearing down on her, but they looted another from a downed horse that had to be put out of its misery. He had to look away. The bodies were bad enough, but to add one to the count… This war had gone on more than half his lifetime; Bloody Bess’s reign was already too long. They had to end it. In that, he was glad to play a part.
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        Bess

      

      

      Queen Bessory V’Alban woke again from a dream of her head exploding into a mass of seething tentacles, venting all the deathly shadows that beat themselves against her brain–the result of every life she’d stolen away to fuel her power. In place of suckers, each tentacle was awash in pustules, bubbling and bursting with corrosion, and those tentacles ensnared a three-headed hound of nightmarish proportions. If only it was a dream rather than a memory of her battle with the feral mageri Ceramor. Unwisely, he’d defected from the Crown to the Restoration rebels who would just as soon see him dead for his powers. She’d granted their wish.

      Bess had declared herself Queen and her side victorious, the land restored by the Crown. She’d sent messengers ahead to prepare for her coronation. But her troops knew the truth. They’d seen her collapse, watched her being carried from the field. They feared her…for now. But how long would it last? She had to rebuild her well of power. Enough to exert her will over an entire army. Control their memories and the narrative before the wrong sort of stories could spread. There had been rumors before, and those had been bad enough, but there’d never been proof of her misdeeds and no alternate heir to the throne on whom to hang her country’s hopes should she be overthrown. Until now.

      She lay in the darkened tent on the quickly arranged pallet and tried to gather herself. She’d lived so long with her shadow girls–with the company of their cries, the agony of them trying to batter their way out of her head–that she felt empty without them. Bereft. Not just hollowed out but a sucking void. She needed to pull others in, and soon, not just for their anima, but so she wouldn’t disappear into the nothingness herself.

      “Maid!” she shouted.

      She had a vague notion that one had been sent with her. Even to war, even going into battle. She no longer bothered to learn their names, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

      Her voice was like a clapper, and her head a poorly made bell. The sound echoed painfully inside the empty chamber. When her head was overstuffed with her shadow girls, their pain and pressure brought exquisite clarity. Those moments when she’d beaten them back after they’d ravaged and raged and threatened to tear her apart were everything. When she knew she had just so much time to accomplish a thing before she went back to the war within herself.

      A face appeared before her now, its outlines wavering into place and finally steadying into a shining sphere that could have been the sun the way it stung her eyes. The woman’s hair was locked down behind a veil, her eyes crinkled in concern Bess wanted to swat away.

      “Yes, your highness.”

      “My Queen,” Bess corrected. She’d waited long enough to hear it. She wanted it on every tongue.

      “My Queen,” the woman said with a bob. She popped up with less concern and more uncertainty–more fear–in her brown eyes. Better.

      “I need to be clothed. I need to walk among my men.”

      “Yes, my…Queen.”

      Bess considered whether to strike her down for the hesitation. She was so hungry. She could start now, with this woman. Slide the tips of her sharpened nails into the soft flesh of her neck or hands. She could tap straight into her blood and through that into her essence, suck the girl’s anima into herself. All her peoples’ lives were pledged to the Crown, to her; she was just determining the way they would be used. Much more meaningful for this girl’s energy to be spent directly in service to her sovereign than as a drudge until she died by some man’s hand or popping out his progeny.

      But the flashes of her stolen girls’ lives played in her mind, their light not vanished with their shadows.

      Being swung around in a field by her love, one of Bess’s own guardsmen, waiting for the kiss she knew would come.

      Running giggling down a deserted passage holding another girl’s hand in hers so tightly it was as if they’d never let go, wondering if it meant what she hoped it meant.

      A baby’s cry, the fuss of need, untying her shift to let the babe nuzzle into her breast for a feeding, kissing her perfect head and inhaling her scent.

      Cheek to cheek with a magnificent horse, who pulled back to look the girl in the eye, breathing into her face to claim her.

      Bess let the maid live, not due to sentimentality, but because she wasn’t sure there was another among the troops. And because there would be questions. At her full strength, at the palace, she had the power and the means to dispose of the bodies with none the wiser. Yes, she’d stabbed one of her guards and stolen his lifeforce on the battlefield, but none close enough had lived to tell the tale. And even if so, that had been done in the heat of battle. The act could be forgiven if it was credited at all. But take too many lives, and her people might turn on her.

      She knew where she could more readily find blood and sacrifice.

      The maid pulled a gown over her. She held herself together as the fabric crinkled around her. With no shouting in her head, no cries and cacophony, everything external was overly loud–the sounds of the camp stirring, orders carrying in the sharp winter air, cold enough to cut even within the protection of her tent, the whinnies and wickers of the horses. Her maid’s breath was like a bellows and smelled as though she’d been eating onions. Bess snapped at the maid with her teeth when she came too close, nearly catching her ear, and the girl stumbled back, tripped on a hem, and knocked into the dressing screen, sending it rattling.

      It was only a hand to the other side of it and a voice that said, “My Queen,” that stilled them both.

      “Yes?” Bess lashed out, this time with her voice.

      Her maid stayed out of reach, unsure how to proceed.

      Bess ignored her for now, startled by her own actions. She would not think of Ceramor. He had stolen the lifeforce from her brother’s hunting hounds and had gone feral. The same would not happen to her. She’d drawn her power from her girls. Yes, it was forbidden, and it was said that mageri who held power for themselves rather than spend it on their creations went ankari…mad…but that was only a cautionary tale. Something to keep weak people in their place. She was anything but weak.

      “You called for me?” asked the voice accompanying the steadying hand. It was Bowstan, her general. There was no mistaking the voice. It practically vibrated the dressing screen. “Grygof is here with me as well.”

      Bess gestured her maid forward impatiently, and the girl’s hands shook as she hastily cinched the gown at her back. It was too tight in some places, loose in others, but she declared it good enough. She rocked as the girl yanked on the laces to tie it off, her vision fading out momentarily. She grabbed for the screen, the rattle like bones, like teeth, like the stick-fingers of winter-bare trees breaking in the breeze, like death and despair. The world came back in too-painful prickles of clarity, and she stepped out quickly from behind the screen to give herself something else to focus on, homing in on the men before her.

      “Talk as we walk,” she ordered, reaching out a hand to demand Bowstan’s arm in escort.

      “Yes, my Queen.” No hesitation there, she noted, as she twisted to get a glimpse of him. And yet, his lips pressed so tightly together at the end of the honorific that they were bloodless.

      “And so? Report,” she demanded.

      “You have not yet told me where we’re to walk,” he said, working at neutrality.

      Bowstan was a man entirely built for war–neither short nor tall, but fortified, a solid block of a man. His lower jaw was in permanent want of a fight, jutting out and daring anyone to take a swing. His hair had ceded the field to his berserker brows, which refused to fall into formation. She’d seen them used to good effect when quirked to question a colleague’s competency or lowered in menace.

      That his brows were twitching in the attempt to hold position was telling and irritating enough that she wanted to go beyond holding his arm. She wanted to sink her sharpened nails directly into his flesh, tap into his blood, draw out his essence, and substitute her will. She wanted to begin the takeover of her forces from the top down. As with a horse, steer the head and the body would follow. But Bowstan was not a man to be trifled with, and if he felt the bite of her nails and fought back–if in her weakened state she was not strong enough to hold him, especially in the presence of witnesses…

      No, now was not the time or the place. But soon.

      “Ah, yes. I want to walk among my men, to see to the wounded. I want them to take heart, knowing that they will rise again, as I have. Restored, like the Dobrens Valley. That their sacrifices have been in the cause of victory and the Restoration rebels are on the run. That is what you have to report, is it not?”

      She gave his arm a squeeze. She could feel that lovely blood, that vitality, just below the surface, as she had with the trees and the land and carried on the very wind when she was a child. As her mother had seen and shunned when she was only five summers old.

      They began walking. Grygof, her new spymaster, took position on her other side, several paces back. In contrast to Bowstan, he was eminently forgettable. Grygof’s stealth lay in looking like everyone’s uncle or merchant or wine-seller. Everyone knew a Grygof. If pressed, the best anyone could say was that he reminded them of someone. He was of middling age and height with sparse hair that was losing its color but hadn’t done so entirely yet. He had a beard either in need of a trim or still being grown out. His eyes were dark but indeterminate, and not merry enough to encourage anyone to determine them. Rather, they were darkened with troubles which suggested that if you asked, you’d be in danger of hearing about them at length.

      Ruggerio had thought highly of him. Bess had bled him, and in doing so was able to read his racing thoughts. She knew that Grygof was in disbelief that Ruggerio, her former spymaster, would be so foolish as to give up the position to which he’d risen. That he would be more than happy to step into the role. And that he would not be so foolish as to betray her.

      “We’ve gone through the dead. The boy is not among them,” Bowstan reported. “We’ve sent out scouts, but it won’t be easy. The rebels disappeared as they came, splitting off into small groups.”

      Bess hissed, though she’d felt in her bones that the boy was still out there. That this wasn’t over. Maybe her father and brothers had trained her to expect the worst.

      “Is there any way our mageri can track them?”

      It would go against their victory to rip away the anima they’d just returned to the Dobrens Valley for such a mission, but if the boy escaped and was able to rally support, that would be far worse. The urchin could not be allowed to threaten her throne.

      Bowstan started to glance over his shoulder, and she tightened her grip, enough that he could feel her displeasure.

      He turned back to her rather than exchange glances with Grygof, which is what she was certain he’d intended. Men conferring with men when she was their Queen.

      “Whatever the rebel faction did, they didn’t simply restore the anima of the valley; they seem to have warded it,” he said without further delay. “The mageri have no way to access power until we get beyond the ward.”

      “As soon as your scouts report back, as soon as you have a direction on the boy, on Cia and the others who escaped us, send a team after them. Mageri and your best men. Small, silent, deadly. You hear me? I want it swift and fatal. And I want proof.” She released his arm.

      “And you,” she asked, turning on Grygof as Bowstan strode off to issue orders. “Tell me you have something better for me.” She eyed him, considering how she’d describe him if he ever did betray her as Ruggerio had done. If she ever had to put his likeness on a poster. But there wasn’t a single feature that stood out. No scar or one eyebrow higher than the other. No dimple of the chin.

      “I’ve been through everything confiscated from the Restoration rebels,” Grygof said. “I thought you’d want to see this. It was taken from the one who cast the spell when no magic should have been possible, the one who collapsed on the field.”

      He brought out a book from inside a fold of his tunic and presented it as though his hand was a velvet pillow, and it was a priceless artefact or diadem.

      “I’ve glanced at it only briefly, but it proports to be written by Lehren Gelerte.”

      Bess took the book in both of her hands, expecting to feel something, but it was a dead thing. As reverently as Grygof had held it, there was no power in the book itself. But there must be something special about it or they wouldn’t bother carrying it. Lehren Gelerte was the Churchman who’d been instrumental in defeating the last monarch to boast mageri blood. Mad King Calestri, they called him. But only because he’d failed. If he’d succeeded, her line would now control both Church and Crown. She would not be fighting the Restoration. Nor would mageri blood have been bred out of the line of succession. She could work completely in the open. Unquestioned and unchallenged.

      This book could contain the key to it all. Show how Lehren Gelerte had been able to face off with a mageri king and how she could keep the Church from winning again.

      “Speak of this to no one,” she ordered.

      Grygof bowed and touched a hand to his head, raising it an awkward moment later, causing her to realize she hadn’t given him leave either by word or gesture. She was so used to having Regent Strego beside her as an erstwhile guardian, inviting and dismissing, playing at having her power. She couldn’t let her attention flag now, no matter how hungry she was. She’d declared herself their monarch, their Queen, and she couldn’t let them forget or doubt, even for a moment.

      She dismissed the man who sussed out secrets for a living, and hid the book in her squared-off sleeve, which was meant for tucking away a kerchief or book of verse, but not a volume of this size. Thus, she had to be careful of her movements, especially as fragile as she was feeling, lest the additional weight send her listing or the swing of her arm do one of her men unintended harm. They were at the medical tent now, and she entered the flap with only her guards around her. The scent of blood greeted her like an old friend. She closed her eyes to breathe it in, only to snap them open again when the other scents struck her–voided bowels and stomachs, wounds beginning to go wrong. Surely it was too soon for the smell of it in the air. She was no Ceramor with his stolen senses, his feral instincts, his humanity no longer with the upper hand. Maybe it was the poultices and unguents, like those used to treat the sword thrust from which her brother Jannik had never recovered, that made her think of wounds gone septic.

      She shook away the memory of Jannik thrashing, eyes hazed with pain, one gone red from a broken blood vessel as his temperature and temper spiked, the poison from the wound flooding his system. He made the medics suffer nearly as he did while he played death’s gallows game.

      Her appearance in the medic tent caused a stir. Instantly, voices cried out, moans grew louder, arms were thrown over eyes to blot out the sudden sunlight she’d let in. A woman straightened from one of the pallets and rose to greet her.

      “I’ve come to comfort my men,” Queen Bessory said, raising her voice for all to hear, as though she were on her balcony of the palace addressing a gathered crowd. The canvas of the tent seemed to grasp the words and hold them close.

      The woman before her was plain. Things spattered her graying overdress that Bess didn’t want to consider. The stitcher-woman hadn’t prostrated herself or given way, but instead stayed planted in Bess’s path, gnawing her lip as though chewing on her words.

      Bess bristled, raised a hand to sweep the woman aside and begin her advance. Perhaps it would be more of a swipe, and in knocking her aside, Bess would draw blood, pulling in a bit of the woman’s essence, some of her strength and resistance. If she would not learn her lesson, at least it would be some time before she was in any condition to repeat her mistake.

      As she would have, the woman sputtered out, “Shall I call the medic?”

      Bess was so stunned, she froze. It would only take a flick of the hand. She itched for it. The Queen demanded entrée, and this stitcher-woman worried whether she needed authority to grant it? If she had been her father or brothers or even her Regent, Strego, the woman would never have dared stand in her way. And if so, they’d have knocked her aside, leaving the woman in need of a medic herself. But then another thought crowded in, that the woman might be as afraid of the medic as she was of anyone entering. Or more. She might have been told to see that he was undisturbed, thus her positioning by the tent flap. Otherwise, it would have made sense to keep her close to hand to help him in surgery.

      She wouldn’t have expected to be confronted with her Queen.

      She trembled even as she held her ground, her eyes downcast.

      “Show me to him,” Bess growled. She would find the medic with the most dire cases. That was where she would find her victim.

      “Y-yes, my Queen.”

      The woman led the way, and as Bess followed her, she reached out, taking an outstretched hand here and there along with some lovely power, offered, if unknowingly, with the soldier’s fealty.

      There was only a further flap separating the medic’s surgery area from the rest of the tent. As they approached it, Bess heard a great crack and hideous scream that cut off into nothing, as though the pain had ended the man who made it…or only his temporary consciousness.

      The stitcher-woman turned to Bess. “Maybe you’d better be the one to interrupt him?”

      But it was unnecessary. In the pallets closest to the medic’s area were the worst off, on one side awaiting his attentions, on the other recovering from them. She spotted the man she wanted, and she had no delusions as to why. He reminded her of her brother Jannik, who, along with her eldest brother Cyril, had been her main tormentor growing up. Oh, not so alike in appearance, but in the way the soldier writhed on his pallet, his entire left leg swollen and bleeding through his bandages. He moaned, lashed out, as though still battling opponents or his own personal demons. But he was clearly a fighter, not yet ready to go. Which meant he’d hang on until the bitter end. His would be a slow, horrible, wasting death like Jannik’s.

      Killing him now would be a mercy. One her brother had never deserved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ruggerio

      

      

      Ludvin rode up beside Ruggerio, irritating the spit out of him. Ruggerio was used to working alone and in the shadows. When he’d commanded his own spy network, he’d had others for the less delicate or more group-oriented missions. Given his preferences, he’d take the speed and flexibility of his own horse. However, given the choice here between trusting Ludvin to watch their rear or saddling him with the boy-who-would-be-king, he’d chosen the former. Ludvin had just shown he couldn’t be trusted with even that much.

      No, he’d ridden past Cia and Ulan, neither with more mass than a starveling, all their substance bled away from them by Bloody Bess’s machinations. Past Myrka, made entirely of ropey muscle and sinew that stood out so sharply it might snap like a bowstring. She’d bound Roha to her by nes cloak, so that the unconscious acolyte could keep nes seat. Ludvin had ridden shamelessly straight up to Hostill and Ruggerio as though it was a social outing.

      “You’re supposed to be at the back keeping watch,” Ruggerio growled as soon as Ludvin pulled alongside them.

      “We’ll hear company well before I can see it. I wanted to talk to you without the others listening in.”

      It was true that they could barely hear themselves think above the clomp of hooves and the howling winds, but sound was a funny thing in the mountains. What might not be heard in one place would carry to another, especially in the crystalline winter air.

      But it would be quicker to hear Ludvin out, if he could, than to argue. It was Ruggerio’s job to get them over the Frizenzian border and out of Bloody Bess’s reach before trouble could come calling, and he intended to do it.

      “So then?” he said.

      Ludvin flashed a glance at Hostill. In apology, it seemed to Ruggerio.

      “I wouldn’t trust Myrka,” Ludvin said, only as loud as he thought he needed to be. “Not that she’s a bad sort. Just…so very quick with a blade. The Restoration has become her family, and her loyalties will lie with them.”

      “Isn’t that to be expected?”

      Ludvin nodded and chewed his lips before wincing and spitting them back out, bloodied and broken. Chapped as they were, they hadn’t held up to the abuse. “Hostill, I know that you chose her. I want to be sure you don’t harbor any…illusions.”

      Hostill, seated in front of Ruggerio, knocked an elbow into Ruggerio’s stomach as he whipped around in the saddle.

      “You mean a tendré?” he asked, voice rising alarmingly.

      Ludvin shrugged, itched his scalp, and looked away.

      Hostill’s face screwed up so that all his features fought their way toward center, his brows meeting in the middle, “I’m not…she’s… No. Look, Viktor upset Cia and Ulan. Myrka is at least the bosewight I know, right? And maybe a little less threatening than a man who can blot out the moon. We want her by our side. Not necessarily guarding our back, I get that, but you all need to stop treating me like I’m stupid.”

      “You’re not stupid, just young. The young think they know everything, but you don’t have the benefit of experience,” Ludvin said, glancing back.

      “I grew up early. You know I’ve been caring for myself for a year now. I was fine with information being need-to-know when I was a runner for the Restoration. But now I’m in the middle of things. You can’t treat me like a kid and tell me I’m a king. You want me in your plans, you include me. Not just because I’m riding with Ruggerio and I can’t help but overhear, but because I matter.”

      Ruggerio chuckled, and Hostill glared up at him with such force that his heart would have swelled had it not been tempered steel. There was really no doubt the boy was Jannik’s son. Those iceberg eyes alone! But this was Jannik if he’d been forged in the fires of necessity rather than entitlement. No, more than that, if Jannik hadn’t lacked something fundamental, like the belief that nothing in the world was more important than his own interests.

      “Yes, my…Lord.” It came slowly. Awkwardly. And Ruggerio, who’d read people and situations for a living, could tell that it tasted off for Ludvin.

      Hostill made a face again. “Sounds silly, doesn’t it? If I ever get to the throne, then we’ll worry about titles. Until then, I’m just me. When we set watch tonight, I’ll take one of them.”

      Ruggerio met Ludvin’s gaze over the boy’s head, trying to signal that No, the spirits, he would not.

      Hostill was all of eleven? Twelve? It was difficult to tell. He’d been malnourished and might be small for his age. But either way, he was a growing boy. Ruggerio’s understanding was that they generally needed a great deal of sleep, but Ludvin wouldn’t meet his gaze. He supposed he understood. Ludvin had just agreed to what in his mind was his first promise to his future liege. It was not something that Ruggerio could wrap his head around.

      Yes, he’d been the first to suspect who the boy might be, but he was still a boy. To be groomed for leadership. Instructed on statecraft, manners, customs of various countries, on what was truly important to a well-run kingdom. He had seen what a V’Alban could do when left to their own devices. It was time to see what one could do when left to Ruggerio’s.

      No, the boy was not someone from whom to take commands. Not yet, certainly. But it was quite useful for Ludvin to believe differently, and he would have to tread carefully on the matter himself.

      There was a sharp cry and a curse from behind them, then a terrified squeal from a horse, as scree skittered out from beneath its hooves when it tried to maneuver too quickly on the rocky pass they negotiated.

      Ruggerio’s horse hip-checked Ludvin’s as he turned in time to see Myrka with her dagger raised over Roha, who’d begun to slip in nes bindings. Their horse, terrified at the over-balancing, threw its haunches the other way, trying to recover its footing. Myrka’s dagger fell, a blur in the night. Ruggerio spurred his horse forward, even knowing he wouldn’t be in time.

      Closer still, Cia slid off the big bay she rode with Ulan. Ruggerio yelled that she should clear out of his way before he rode her down, but she darted forward and caught Roha as ni dropped, both of them crashing to the rocky mountain path. Cia rolled away with Roha, and Ruggerio’s breath stopped, fearing they would go over the edge.

      The blanket that had bound Roha to Myrka flapped like washing in a storm, ripped apart by Myrka’s blade. He realized it wasn’t entirely the blanket fluttering–Roha was awake and terrified, trying to fight nimself free of the fabric. Nes topknot was no more, hair spiraling down before nes face, eyes when they appeared between the strands shone sheer white around their central obsidian. Ni didn’t know what had happened, only that ni’d fallen and was grappling with someone.

      Roha’s elbow caught Cia under the chin. Her head jerked back, her arms fell away. Their roll stopped in a small avalanche of ice, stone, and plumes of heated breath.

      Myrka had fallen as well but against the mountainside. She was instantly on her feet, blood spilling down her face, daggers in both hands. One was pointed toward Roha, and the other at the rest of them who were closing in.

      “Stop right there!” Myrka said, voice raised to carry over the winds.

      “What the seven spirits happened?” Hostill asked, double Myrka’s volume. “I trusted you.”

      “Seven spirits?” Ulan asked.

      “Shht,” said Cia softly, trying not to spook Roha further while gently testing her jaw.

      “Trusted me?” Myrka asked. “Roha’s the one who came to in a fury. Bloodied my nose with nes skull. Would have given me a head-knocking if I hadn’t moved myself in time. Could have sent us both plunging down the mountain if I hadn’t cut nim loose, and you want to blame me?”

      Ulan made a rude noise.

      Roha lowered nes hands, breath growing less erratic. Ni slowly sank onto one hip. “I thought I’d been captured. I thought…I don’t like being confined.”

      They’d all been captured at one point, but Roha’s response was on another level. Something had clearly happened to nim. But now, with Bloody Bess’s people in pursuit, was not the time to pursue it, even if Roha had been inclined to share nes secrets.

      But ni hadn’t disputed Myrka’s version of events. Did Roha nimself know the truth of what had happened when ni’d only just come to? And Myrka–what would she have done with that dagger if the others hadn’t been alerted to the scuffle? Best to separate them for certainty.

      When no one else spoke, Ruggerio put his head on the chopping block, “Should we redistribute the weight?”

      His cousin flashed him a look, which he ignored. He’d hardly been subtle, though he was fully capable when necessary. Let them refocus their anger and attention on him. He could bear it, especially if it got them all moving again.

      “There’s no need,” Myrka said with poor grace.

      She glared daggers, but now at him and him alone, and she sheathed her actual weaponry to free the slashed blanket from around her body and sop the blood from her nose.

      Roha gave Myrka a moment of study before agreeing that they could continue as they had been, less the binding. They’d both worked with the Restoration. Perhaps they could work together for a little longer.

      Ni started to rise, and Cia offered her hand to help Roha, though she came only to the acolyte’s shoulder. Roha was nearly as shaky as a newborn calf testing out its legs for the first time, but ni seemed to steady–if freezing could be called such–when ni saw the swelling already forming along Cia’s jawbone.

      Gently, Roha took Cia’s chin in nes hand to angle it for a better look, and Cia averted her gaze.

      “Did I do that?” Roha asked.

      “It’s nothing. I caught you as you fell, and you caught me. I hardly feel it.”

      Roha gave Cia’s cheek one stroke with nes thumb, as though ni could brush away the pain. “I’m not Garif,” Roha said, meaningfully. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know,” Cia said, keeping her gaze averted. “I’m just glad you’re okay. I was worried when you collapsed on the battlefield.”

      She moved away then, and so did Roha, but not without a glance back, as though ni felt Cia’s pain.

      “Come now, mount up. It’s not much further,” Ruggerio said, impatient to be out of the cold. Perhaps tempers would improve with their circumstances.

      “What’s not much further?” Hostill said peevishly. “You haven’t told us a thing.”

      Roha and Myrka eyed each other distrustfully as they remounted their horse. Roha still rode ahead of Myrka, but now ni could sit upright, and Myrka had to hold either to nim or to the back of the saddle. She chose the saddle, but that wouldn’t last long, as it was sure to be more uncomfortable even than the tension between the two.

      “Abandoned cabin,” Ruggerio said as they began moving again. “The recluse who lived there died, and it’s too remote for anyone else to want it.”

      Except for a royal spymaster, who had used it as a rare waystation–rarer still once the war had devastated the surrounding land. The assault hadn’t reached the cabin, though the stretch between the border and where they were now had become a dead zone.

      Soon they turned off the barren, wind-whipped trail. The foothills led to a forest and a narrow path of trees ten times the height of men. They seemed to lean against each other like drunken revelers, forming an arch in the canopy, a shrine of nature. With the forgiveness of night and the moonlight filigreeing the snow and ice, it was impossible to tell that the trees were dead from the Blood War and not just winter-bare. It was the cold silence of the forest that gave that away. No owls hooting or creatures scurrying to escape them.

      There was no making up any time now. Beneath the coating of snow that had sifted through the sticklike branches, old pinecones and fallen twigs rolled. Ruggerio was aware that some of the snapping beneath the horses’ hooves might even be bones. When the mageri swept the anima from the land, anything touching it was taken as well, man and beast. Anything could be underfoot. Danger came from above as well, as brittle branches threatened to snap from the weight of the snow, ready to bring the heavens down on their heads.

      Relief came when sound returned to the woods–beasts scurrying, chittering, skittering. He never knew how much he missed the signs of life until they returned. He didn’t dwell; he wasn’t particularly sentimental. But it was a sign they were nearly there, and that was something for which he could be thankful.

      Ruggerio breathed a sigh that sent a great plume of vapor into the air when he saw that indeed the hovel remained untouched. He’d seen what drawing all the anima out of an area could do–crops dead, beams so desiccated they cracked and caved, fabric rotted away, mortar crumbled to dust, dead rodents decaying in the walls or birds in rafters adding a charnel house stench to the air so that every breath was redolent of death.

      He had not counted on the winter-swollen door being completely jammed in place. The shutters were no better, frozen and thawed so many times over the years that repeated expansion and contraction had torn them out of true, twisting their hinges until they barely held on, clutching each other in place. They would have to break something to enter, and that would allow the elements in. The door seemed more likely to break them, but the few windows were too high and small for entry. And the horses… It was too cold to expect them to survive the night unsheltered. They would have to come inside. It would take all of the space.

      The door then.

      “Stand back,” Cia said, as she let Ulan down, his cousin hissing as the dismount jostled her bad arm. Cia followed her to the ground.

      The other horses danced to the side nervously, as though Cia was giving off an energy, and they were giving her space. He didn’t know what to make of Cia. He’d mostly known her as a woman possessed by her mageri husband after she’d caused his untimely death. Roha had supposedly laid his ghost to rest along with all the others on the battlefield, but still…

      Cia pointed her horse at the door, stepped back, and gave a command. The big bay looked at her as though to be certain, then whinnied, and rose to his hind legs, front hooves flashing at the door, pummeling it once, twice, with great cracks each time. At a final crack, the door gave, and the stallion fell back to all four hooves, shaking out his black mane and blowing steaming breaths as though proud of his work.

      Cia stepped forward to put her head on the horse’s neck, telling him how very well he’d done, and the horse leaned in, reveling in the praise, as though he hadn’t been a full-on war horse a moment ago. As though he couldn’t become a killing machine again in an instant. As Cia stroked the horse’s neck and shoulder, Ruggerio realized it was more than that. At this point, she wasn’t just appreciating the horse, he was also holding her up. Ruggerio felt the same exhaustion deadening his own limbs, pulling him down as though the earth was quicksand, and he might not rise again.

      He’d faced off with a Caturnine–a monstrous cat with poisoned, barbed vines for tails. He’d been stung by those barbs, paralyzed by their toxins, and almost died. His rescue had come at the expense of a Restoration insurgent who’d lost his own arm and nearly his life in that fight. Ruggerio didn’t even know whether Morley had survived the big battle with Bloody Bess’s forces, though he feared not. Otherwise, surely Morley would have raised a voice in their defense against Hedric. His support might even have encouraged others to speak up; it might have turned the tide.

      No matter how it had seemed on the battlefield, the rebels couldn’t all be of one mind. They held a common belief, yet the Restoration was made up of individuals. Ruggerio had never met any five people who could agree on anything. Not when it came down to details.

      If he meant to take Hostill under his wing, he couldn’t forget that. Once you forgot that people were people, you could do anything to them. Like Bloody Bess did. Because you were the one with the vision and the power to achieve it, and they were just in your way. They. Them. The others. Those who weren’t you.

      Thus, when Ludvin also took note of Cia’s weakness and offered that he and Myrka would walk the horses to cool them down, Ruggerio did one of the hardest things he’d ever done. He trusted, at least that far. He handed the reins of his horse over after dismounting with Hostill and let the two Restoration agents take first watch.

      Cia gestured that Myrka was welcome to her stallion but took Roha in trade, slipping her shoulder under one arm while Ulan took the other on her good side. The three swayed where they stood, but much like hovel’s shutters, held themselves in place, each supporting the other. They had to walk through the threshold sideways, but they made it, collapsing onto the sleeping shelf together and rolling into a huddle for warmth. They didn’t wait for a fire to be lit or for any food that might be found, but fell into an exhausted sleep as soon as their bodies were prone.

      At least one began to snore.
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      Roha was caught in a nightmare of bruise-darkness. Flashes of red-glowing veins forked like lightning, the strikes flashing at nim, aimed with intent. Roha raced to stay ahead of them, dodging behind the spindly, spikey, spidery legs of the beast that crouched over nim. Roha yelled and struck at the legs to draw the monster’s attention while Cia ran across the mindscape with Roha’s sword to vanquish her demon, Garif. Always Garif. Cia had killed him once, yet it wasn’t enough. It took the two of them to rip out the phantom that had slipped into Cia’s soul.

      Cia thrust the point of the sword into the beast. Roha woke with a start at its inhuman scree of pain.

      Ni couldn’t escape the dream memory. They almost hadn’t made it out. Roha had special access to the anima, but ni was untrained except for the Church-taught wards and nulls. Ni’d barely dipped more than a toe into nes powers. Ni’d certainly never taken things so far.

      Cia’s warmth at nes back came as a huge relief. She was alive, safe, here. Ni didn’t want to face her just yet. Roha’d always envisioned the anima as a well ni could draw from, but it currently swelled like a rain-swollen spring with an underground pathway that reached toward Cia. Maybe it was an ephemeral branch and would dry up in time, but it felt intimate. And undoubtedly unwelcome on Cia’s end, after what she’d been through.

      The last thing Cia would want was someone else having a link directly into her soul, and Roha had no idea how to shut it down. On top of that, ni had lashed out and hurt Cia, striking her chin. Ni only hoped it didn’t bring flashbacks of her former abuse.

      Roha lay there, trying to breathe shallowly, pretending to sleep, and processing what had happened. Remembering. The battle. Ceramor, in his bestial form, locked in a struggle with Bloody Bess. Not enough of him left after Roha returned all the unquiet spirits to the anima, including those he’d consumed. How many others hadn’t survived the battle? Roha had been unconscious when they’d taken nim from the field.

      Had they thought to rescue the book Roha carried?

      Ni shot up in bed but was stopped abruptly by the tattered blanket ni’d once worn as a cloak, which the others on the pallet had rolled onto. Ni searched the room frantically from nes vantage, ignoring the screaming of nes body from its various abuses. They were in a one-room shack, Ruggerio and Hostill curled closely on the nearer side of the fireplace, horses huddled together on the other, taking up all the remaining room in the hut, but for the single table and chair in the corner. Myrka occupied the former, and Ludvin the latter, glaring at each other as though it was a staring contest, and the cost of losing was a life.

      But both swung their gazes toward Roha at nes frantic movement. Ni tried to shimmy out from between Cia and Ulan without waking them, gently easing one end of the cloak from beneath Cia’s dead weight.

      “The book?” ni hissed, hoping not to wake anyone else.

      “What?” Myrka asked.

      Roha blew out a frustrated sigh, and nes hair puffed with it. Nes topknot had been destroyed, and nes hair hung in a ropey mess. Without nes oil and a proper brush, it would be impossible to get back under control. In Jucar, it had been all about being in control. Ni was different enough without letting people see more differences. The Church was all that gave nim any protection. It had been fit in there or perhaps flee to nes mother’s native Markens, where ‘children like nim’ had a chance, if what ni’d overheard of nes parents’ fight could be credited.

      Ludvin shook his head. “The Crown forces took everything when they retreated. No chance to recover anything.”

      Roha’s heart bashed itself against nes ribcage, as though it could beat its way out and warn all of those in need. “Then they know. Or will.”

      “Know what?” Myrka asked, glancing back and forth between them, scowling at their secrecy.

      “The contents of a book I liberated from the Church,” Roha said. “The Church and Crown are already at odds. They don’t need more fuel for those flames.”

      “What aren’t you saying?” Myrka’s face was like a storm cloud.

      Roha wanted to curse. Why couldn’t Hostill have saddled them with a less perceptive member of the Restoration?

      “It was written by Lehren Gelerte,” Ludvin said.

      “The Lehren Gelerte?”

      As though there was more than one. At least Myrka could only know what everyone knew. There was no way she could be aware of Gelerte’s greatest secret.

      Myrka was a strong soldier for the Restoration, a zealot, ready to strike any blow against magic or mageri. Now that she knew about Roha, Myrka might be just as quick to use those knives on nim. Could Roha say for a certainty that wasn’t what had happened on the trail? Or been about to happen?

      Clearly Ludvin was concerned, or he wouldn’t be staring Myrka down across the table rather than getting rest during her shift.

      “Yes,” he answered Myrka, ignoring Roha’s side-eye.

      “Did the book say anything useful for defeating Bloody Bess?” Myrka asked. “Or anything hurtful for our side?”

      “We’d barely had the chance to open it, but we can’t risk what she may glean from it. The book isn’t safe in her hands,” Roha said, trying to keep calm, but the more ni thought of Bloody Bess reading the gospel and the people it might expose…

      Roha had to race back to Jucar. There was no time to waste.

      “I’ll go,” Ruggerio said. His deep voice came from beside the fireplace, and there was no mistaking it. Only one voice was as cold as steel and yet begged you to test it.

      “They’ve already got the book. They’ll have time to learn its secrets. Even if you gain it back, it will be too late,” Roha answered, as though ni hadn’t been thinking the same thing. But ni couldn’t stand the thought of anyone else with the book. Ni had liberated it. It should be kept with the Nim.

      “Let us speak,” he said, getting up from his place by Hostill as quietly as an assassin with his target acquired.

      There was no place for privacy. Hardly any room to move around at all in the small cabin, but he motioned nim toward the horses, perhaps hoping their blowing and shifting would cover any conversation. One made to kick at him as he came close, but he caught the hoof and set it down, surprising the horse and making it redistribute its weight. Then they were in too close for kicks, though the horse’s head came around to nip at Ruggerio instead.

      “You have a way with them,” Roha laughed quietly.

      Ruggerio shot nim a disgruntled look, which only made nim more amused.

      Roha valiantly set nimself between Ruggerio and his would-be attacker.

      “I have no doubt that you could recover the book,” ni murmured, “but there are people who might be revealed by Bloody Bess’s reading of it. People I would need to get to safety.”

      “Or that you would endanger by leading the enemy to them. Better that I reclaim the book and deal with those who have it in the way I am best equipped to do,” Ruggerio said.

      Hostill made a noise in his sleep before wriggling closer to the fire, and instantly Ruggerio lunged across the small room to keep him from rolling into it. The boy grumbled in indignation. By that point, Cia and Ulan were stirring and wiping sleep out of their eyes as well.

      All eyes had turned to them. Their privacy was at an end. Roha strode over to retrieve nes cloak, still wrapped around Ulan, and whipped it around nes shoulders to head off the shivers trying to shake the teeth loose from nes skull. It was still warm from their bodies. In fact, between the fire and all the bodies forced into the small space, it should have been quite cozy. There was no reason for nim to be so cold, unless it was the deprivation from the last several days.

      “I’m going back to Jucar with you,” Ulan said after the yawn that split her face allowed her jaw to rehinge.

      There was no way she should have heard them, even if she hadn’t been asleep as ni’d thought. But perhaps years of straining for the faintest whisper of Dazia, her little ghost girl, had sharpened her hearing.

      Ruggerio began to object, but Ulan ran right over him. “I don’t need your permission. I’m no good in Frizenze. I don’t speak the language. I’m a liability in a fight. I could heal if I had any of my herbs or tinctures, but I don’t. My Dazia…” her voice broke. “My Dazia is at peace and can no longer carry messages back and forth. If we need messages sent, I’ll have to do it myself or find some spirit in the royal city. You need backup, whether you’ll admit it or not, and I’m the only one who can be spared.”

      “Only if you’ll let me set that arm. You can’t keep on as you are,” Ruggerio said, nodding at the arm Ulan was even now cradling to herself.

      “What’s going on?” Cia asked.

      Hostill hissed as he tried to rise from sleep and nearly put his hand into the fire. He jerked it back, blowing on it, as though that would help, and then examining it for blistering. Ludvin rose from the chair to pull the boy back bodily by his collar. Two close calls had been enough for him.

      “Hey!” Hostill said, fighting his way out of Ludvin’s grip.

      Safety assured, Ludvin fixed Ruggerio with a gaze that could pierce armor.

      “Yes, Ruggerio. No more secrets. Tell everyone what’s going on,” he said, voice as commanding as Roha had ever heard it.

      Ruggerio glared at the rebel, then looked to Roha, sketching nim a bow as though to say that it wasn’t his story to tell, as ni had so succinctly informed him.

      Roha flashed Ludvin a side-eye of betrayal before filling them in with as much as ni dared about the book that Bloody Bess now possessed: that it was The Gospel of Gelerte ni had liberated from the Church, that ni hoped it held some secret regarding the lehren’s defeat of Mad King Calestri, and that it must be retrieved.

      Ulan rose, a pang crossing her face. “Roha, I say this with no bias toward my cousin, I assure you, but he will fare better in the royal city than you will. He no longer has his spy network, but if I know him, he still has assets and bolt holes hidden away. The more power Bloody Bess takes for herself, the more she will alienate her people, creating discontent with her leadership and more potential allies for us. We need someone who knows the players.”

      “You would go back in?” Cia shuddered, and without thinking, Roha dared go and put an arm around her shoulder, offering to reshare nes blanket. Not so different than the previous night when Roha had needed Cia and Ulan’s support simply to stand, but Roha could feel the weight of Ruggerio’s gaze on nim, weighing the potential for weakness he feared developing there. Because, of course, he would see any tenderness as a vulnerability. It made Roha distinctly uncomfortable. Ni hoped Cia didn’t notice and move away.

      Roha refused to breathe easier when Ruggerio transferred the weight of his stare to Ulan. “You have a devious mind, cousin.”

      “Do I? I suppose I’ve learned it from you.”

      “But you’re not wrong,” he said, then looked to Ludvin. “I’ll do you more good within the city than without. I’ve taken you this far. From here, you continue down the foothills into Frizenze. Look for fires, well-worn paths. Once you find habitation, Cia can let people know who she is and why she’s come. You will be safe from there.”

      “Will we really?” Myrka asked dryly.

      “To the extent that any of us ever are.”

      Myrka’s only answer was to begin cleaning her nails with her knives, clearly for show, because it could not be good for blades or fingers.

      Ruggerio looked to Ulan’s arm, which he did not think was broken, but just strained by hanging from Bloody Bess’s toppling watchtower. Roha’s cloak underwent further indignities from Ruggerio’s knife, as he cut off a ragged end to create a sling.
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      Ulan was still as weak as a newborn kitten from being repeatedly drained to the edge of death by Bloody Bessory’s mageri women, and with her arm in a sling, she couldn’t very well hold the reins. That didn’t mean she felt comfortable being locked in by Ruggerio’s arms while he handled their horse. Her cousin was significantly stouter than Cia, but also significantly less gentle, and he couldn’t stay rigidly encircling her for any length of time. They were both exhausted, and so, when he collapsed his arms against her sides, he jostled her arm, and she bit back a scream. She could feel a tremor in Ruggerio she wouldn’t dare call attention to. Likely, it was a remnant of his encounter with the Catamount and its poison barbs.

      She was focused on that–her concern for Ruggerio, the nip and bite of the cold and how quickly it would burn through their reserves of energy–so she didn’t at first notice the mist was more than their breath in the cold mountain air. They weren’t far from the cabin, not yet to the part where the trees went from winter-bare to dead, when suddenly all sound shut off. Everything but Ruggerio’s breathing in her ear.

      That was when she realized the mist wasn’t mist. It was the anima being called up and out of the earth and everything touching it.

      Their horse stumbled, then whipped his head back and forth, whites showing all around his eyes as he searched frantically for something in pursuit. Finding nothing, he flattened his neck, ready to run full out, nearly wrenching the reins out of Ruggerio’s hands.

      Ruggerio yanked back to regain control.

      Ulan cried, “Don’t!” her voice sharp and stinging as though it wanted to freeze in her throat. “Let go. The horse knows.”

      “Knows what?” he asked. But he let the reins slack, and the horse took off, picking his way as fast as possible through the magic.

      The horse trembled in his haste, like a colt just squeezed out of its mother. He was connected to the ground, and the swirling, gathering eddy lifting from the earth like a fog was getting thicker. Ulan had witnessed it before when she’d attended the armies. She could see the anima, see the magics. Maybe that was why she’d been able to perceive Dazia after she’d passed on, or refused to, and other spirits when they’d done the same. Her only power was the ability to see the anima when it was summoned. Her greatest weakness the inability to do anything about it.

      Except run.

      Except insist Ruggerio give the horse his head.

      “It knows someone is drawing power for a spell. The only way we’ll make it is to race through and get out the other end.”

      But it was already too late. The horse was in trouble. With each hoof-fall, his own anima was being siphoned for the spell, sucked out like marrow from a bone. One leg wouldn’t hold, and he veered to the side, driving them into a tree. Ruggerio, arms encircling her, took the brunt of it. He cried out as his breeches were sheered away, some of his flesh along with them. The horse rebounded from the impact but swayed like a drunkard. Ruggerio yanked at the reins, trying to right him, kicking at the horse with his heels to spur him on. Turning terror to speed.
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