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      To anyone who’s ever been down and risen again. To all the phoenixes out there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      In The Shadow Girls, I set out to tell a tale of characters rising from their ashes, determined not only to survive their burning but to use their still-blazing embers to change their world, though one may actually set it on fire. This means that my main characters have been through some things. I’ve done my best to represent their circumstances honestly and for certain events to be implied and to occur off-page, as it’s not my intent to traumatize my readers. However, I must provide a trigger warning for spousal abuse, sexual assault, bigotry, and personal loss. I will have resources listed at the end of the book for anyone who might need or want them for themselves or someone they know.

      I hope you will enjoy The Shadow Girls, which is meant to show how strong and resilient we are, to bring us up rather than hold us down.

      Sincere love to all who turn the page and understanding to those who choose otherwise.

      
        
        Lucienne Diver

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SIX YEARS PRIOR

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ulan

      

      

      Ulan had twice disentangled Sophie’s fingers from their death grip on her cloak, wound so tightly in the fabric they’d waste valuable time getting free of each other once they were called to aid the wounded on the battlefield. She finally seized Sophie’s hand in hers but regretted it as she immediately lost all feeling in her fingers. Ulan’s other hand clutched the bag resting against her hip that contained her bandages, needles, stitches, and poultices that might save the saveable.

      The way things were going, she was terrified there wouldn’t be anyone left alive for them to minister to. The last battle had been…not a battle so much as an ambush. The Frizenzian people were fierce in the defense of their land, and they knew it more intimately than the Jucari.

      She wasn’t sure whether the Frizenzian princess had truly done what they’d said—poisoned her royal husband as soon as he got her with child so that she’d have sole control of the heir-to-be. How could she know it would be a boy? Or that she wouldn’t need a spare? And the rumors that came out of Alban Castle were dark. Nearly anyone could have wanted King Cyril dead. His younger brother had certainly been quick enough to seize power, almost as if poised. Not that anyone would so much as whisper such a thing. Not if they valued their lives.

      In the end, it didn’t matter what had started the war. They fought because the new king demanded it. Because they had no choice.

      People like Ulan and Sophie and Reynal never did.

      She and Sophie and the other stitcher-women had spread across the foothill above the valley to keep fretful watch on the massive battle below, but it was really only Reynal she was desperate to find. Even knowing the likely futility, Ulan sought some sign of him – his tall, lean form, his gentle gray eyes, the gouge in his right cheek that disappeared into a dimple when he smiled at her.

      Her stomach lurched at the thought of never seeing that smile again, and she cupped a hand there, as if that would steady the upset.

      But her gorge wasn’t the only thing rising. She felt it like a tremor through the land, the sense of their very foundations coming unmoored. Beside her, Sophie cried out and dropped fully to the ground, trying to drag Ulan with her, but she wouldn’t go. Sophie released her hand then, and Ulan was left alone in silent vigil.

      Below them, a mist rose from the floor of the valley, brown and thick, fecund and alive. Anima, the very substance and soul of the land gathering and forming into a solid force. The grass, weeds, flowers and trees, and everything tied to them, all that crawled, slithered, skittered or scurried withered and died. Their very spirit was stripped away and reformed by their great and terrible magic men, the mageri, into a monstrous battle beast.

      A mighty Torvus was coalescing before the Jucarian army, created from the pillaged lifeforces, becoming as physical as all that had died to create it. It rose nearly three horses high, its chest four oxen abreast. It trembled the earth when it scraped its massive clawed hooves along the ground, head lowered in preparation to charge their Frizenzian foes. It snorted a massive gust from its nose, expelling some of the substance from which it was made, which flew up to complete razor-sharp horns that matched its lower set of tusks.

      The Torvus bellowed a war cry before charging, expelling more of the mist that puffed like steam out of flaring nostrils. It rushed the coming army, head thrashing left and right, catching horsemen and mounts on its massive horns or knocking them to the ground with its tusks, cutting their legs out from under them. Ulan clenched her own hands, hating the bloodshed while glorying that the Torvus was on the Jucari side, and she wouldn’t have to watch anyone she’d ministered to fall to it.

      The Frizenzian army began to falter. Trained warhorses balked and bucked. The formation divided, desperate to avoid the monstrous beast. In the divide stood one of the Frizenzian mageri, obvious from his wild, untouched hair and dangerously pointed staff. He faced down the charging Torvus.

      The beast bellowed loudly enough to shake the sparse trees on the mountainside, and Sophie clawed again at the hem of Ulan’s dress, urging her to the ground. She dropped, but only to her knees. Ulan grabbed at Sophie’s clutching hand to still it, and to comfort her, but she couldn’t look away from the battlefield.

      The Frizenzian mageri stabbed his staff into the ground, trying to cut off the flow of energy the Jucari were drawing. Given the size of the Torvus, Ulan was sure it must be too late, but the Frizenzian’s staff took on a glow, becoming a lodestone for the ani-mist bleeding off the Torvus where the soldiers had pierced it as they were flung from their horses.

      The escaped anima collected around the mageri’s staff in thin wisps and whirls. His lips moved as one hand burrowed into his tunic to pull out a vial.

      Ulan searched frantically for their own mageri. Or for Reynal, or anyone close enough to stop the new magic from forming, but their Torvus left such devastation in its wake, it was impossible to see. About to be trampled, still the Frizenzian mageri brought the vial to his lips, bit the cork, and tore it out with his teeth.

      If the Torvus was bold, brutal life, the liquid in that vial was death. She could see it, imagine the scent of it. The acrid sting of corrosion, the taint of decomposition. The mageri flung the contents of the vial at the mist forming around his staff, and immediately it glittered green-black-gold, the iridescence of a raven’s wing. It took on a long, ropelike shape, scaled on the bottom and spiked on top, as though armored. It unhinged its jaw to flash fangs dripping death, absorbed from the vial’s poison.

      A Sinuway! She’d only heard rumors of such a beast…she couldn’t have imagined…

      She quaked in fear for their troops as the scaled monstrosity coiled itself to strike. Before she could so much as gasp out a warning—as though anyone could hear her over the battle—it launched itself at the Torvus, which torqued aside, but not in time to avoid the Sinuway’s fangs. They sank deeply into the chest of the Torvus, and caught, releasing a great gout of mist from the wound. The Torvus reared, lashing madly about with its razor hooves. They raked the body of the Sinuway, and the fangs retracted, leaving a gash in the Torvus’s neck the size of a soldier.

      The serpent-beast recoiled and prepared for another strike.

      The Torvus bellowed, twisted as though it could bend itself in half, and took off away from the threat, back through its own army, spearing everything in its path with its giant scythe-like tusks and horns. The Sinuway sprang after it.

      Men fell before them and regrouped behind, locked in battle.

      The cries and blood were insanity. Ulan could no longer distinguish one army from another, they were locked so tightly together. Still, she searched once more for Reynal, knowing it was impossible, but hoping she’d somehow feel him as she could the magics. For a moment, she was sure that she could. She sensed him there, toward the center of the battlefield, guarding their banner and their commander, just before the Torvus, maddened by the snake’s poisoned bite, thundered straight for the spot. And the banner toppled.

      She cried out and fell, finally, beside Sophie, but something else cried out as well, something deep inside her that she hadn’t even known she nurtured.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cia

      

      

      Cia stood inside the walled palace courtyard with the others, alone in the crowd, awaiting the return of the men from their months of battle. The portcullis stood open in welcome. She wouldn’t be able to see a thing until the first riders came through, but she’d hear the hue and cry before then from the eager onlookers ahead of her.

      She cocooned herself in her cloak, trying to wrap herself tightly enough to stop the trembling. She had no idea whether her husband lived or died. Garif had sent no message. If he thought of her at all, he preferred to leave her in suspense, balanced on the knife edge of hope. Every day she didn’t hear was another she could convince herself that her fortunes had finally changed.

      She’d known this day was coming. Winter had arrived early this year, and with a vengeance. Cutting winds screamed through shutters like banshees heralding icy-fingered death. But she hadn’t heard even the faintest whisperings that the army and its mageri had been recalled until she’d been summoned.

      No one had thought to advise her any earlier—not Cia, the handmaiden of the Poison Princess, suspected of acquiring the very poison that had killed the king and set off the Blood War. Oh no, Garif had saved Cia when he married her, becoming responsible for her and for correcting her behavior rather than sending her off to be killed with her mistress. He took his responsibilities very seriously and schooled her regularly when he was home, never letting her forget that her life was his.

      Being shunned by everyone at the palace, her embroidery skills prized but not her person, was bliss compared to her husband’s attention.

      Gasps and cheers presaged the Jucari men riding through the gates. Children broke away from their mothers, their wet nurses. Women raced after them or ran forward on their own account, the courtyard a sudden burst of chaos.

      Cia was aware of it only peripherally. The noblemen in front leaned from their horses to lift children with laughter and hero-worship in their eyes or slid into the arms of waiting wives and lovers. Horses were handed off or held loosely while greetings were given.

      She scanned those coming in. Waiting. Hoping she wouldn’t find...

      “Cia.”

      Her back stiffened. She hadn’t realized she’d been hunched protectively around her heart until she heard that voice. He’d ridden up behind her while she’d been watching. “Come greet your returning hero.”

      She put away whatever flashed across her face, reached for the mask she prayed hadn’t gone brittle with the passing months, and turned with enough speed that he couldn’t interpret it as reluctance.

      She gazed up at him.

      Powerful. Protected. Mageri. Hardly a hero.

      But she couldn’t say any of that, and so she made her lips curl upward and forced her arms to unclench and open for him, praying that he’d interpret the tremors as excitement at his homecoming. Because sometimes it suited him to pretend, especially when others were around.

      “Husband,” she said, glad to be spitting the word up rather than choking it down.

      Instead of accepting the invitation to walk into her arms, he grabbed her, snaking his arms around and crushing her against him. He mashed his lips down on hers so quickly she didn’t have time to draw breath. When she went weak in the knees for lack of it, he finally let up with a look of satisfaction. As though anyone watching might think Cia was faint from being swept off her feet rather than biting back bile.

      “I’ve missed you,” he said loudly. “Let’s not waste any more time.”

      He crushed her hand in his and led the way to their quarters, leaving the care of his horse and his baggage to the overworked stableboys rushing about.

      Cia quailed, readying him for what he would find, though she knew it wouldn’t matter in the end. “No one told me to expect you. I’d have stoked the fire, had a bath prepared.”

      On her own, they barely gave her enough fuel to keep her fingers thawed. If she’d been forewarned, she could have begged more wood, at the least.

      He didn’t seem to hear her. As soon as the door closed behind them, he stalked toward the center of the room, gazing angrily down at the fire. He beckoned her over and she joined him, taking in great gasps this time rather than be caught out.  He grabbed her roughly, even though she went to him willingly, and yanked away the head-scarf she’d worn to keep her hair from whipping in the wind so that he could spider his fingers through it. Then suddenly he clenched his fist, her hair twisted painfully in his fingers. With another man it might have been mistaken for passion. Not with Garif.

      She let herself be pulled in, though she wanted to gag on his scent as her face pressed to his chest. He smelled of body odor allowed to ferment, of lathered horse and campfire and sickly-sweet death. It had to be her imagination that it clung to him like a miasma. She felt as though if she breathed too deeply, the creeping death would fill her up and waste her away. And so, she tried not to breathe at all, but stood there, forcing herself to stillness, creating embroidery patterns in her head so that she could be there but not there.

      His fingers tightened further, pulling at the roots of her hair, as though he could sense her slipping away. She gasped as he yanked her head back so that she had to look at him, and then dove in for a brutal kiss, like a falcon diving for prey. He held on too tightly for her to move, even if she dared, and his grip had her on her toes, struggling to balance like a woman on the stool at the gallows.

      He backed her toward their bed, knocking her into her sewing stand, sending it toppling. When she cried out, he reared back, as though he might strike her, but she distracted him by reaching for his belt.

      She went away then, her thoughts on the floor with her embroidery, a wedding veil for someone with happier prospects.
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        * * *

      

      She came back to herself sometime later, the weight of Garif’s arm like a tree toppled over on her, pinning her down.

      Or not like a tree—nothing so passive or so silent. He snored and snarled in his sleep, exhaling fumes that would have choked the cave bear he reminded her of, keeping its kill close as it slept to guard against other predators. She even bore scratches, as if from its claws, but the source was nothing so mundane. It wasn’t just his rough nails. She’d swear the teeth braided into Garif’s beard had been filed to points. Back in her home of Frizenze, people burned their lost teeth in the home hearth because of the bit of blood in the root. They offered that essence back to the anima and assured that no one could ever use it to gain control over them.  Sheer superstition, since it was the open wound a mageri might tap into. But here in Jucar, people hid their teeth away or wore them around their necks in pouches so they might be reunited with them in death and go to the anima whole.

      Except for the mageri, who guarded every bit of their being, and wove them like beads into their beards or hair, which they never cut. And since the war, some had started taking the enemy mageris’ teeth as trophies. When the ani-mists swirled, the beads clacked together like chattering teeth or bone chimes, a cacophony of intimidation and sacrilege.

      Despite Garif’s snarling, she must have slept, because it was darker now. Much darker. And, aside from her husband, deathly quiet, as though even the wind had died out for the night.

      She tried to be quiet as well, and immobile. Years of battles and forced marches had taught Garif to sleep soundly, but she knew from experience that if she so much as moved, he’d tighten up, going from bear to serpent, squeezing the life out of her. She desperately needed to use the garderobe. Her bowels screamed for release, but she couldn’t risk escape unless it became truly desperate. And spirits forbid she actually wake him.

      Garif snorted suddenly, explosively, and raised the arm clenched around her. She flinched instinctively, but he only brought his hand up to his face, rubbed so hard his nose might come off in his hand, and rolled over mumbling something. She didn’t bother trying to catch the words, but moved as quickly as she could and not disturb him, rolling away before he could recapture her.

      Free, she put a hand to her chest, willing her heart to stop pounding, afraid he would hear it. Forcing herself to slow her breaths.

      She watched to be sure he hadn’t sensed her fear, that his immobility wasn’t some trick and that he wasn’t about to lash out. After endless moments where her insides threatened to burst, she finally took the risk.

      There was faint light behind the shutters when she returned. Dawn. He would wake soon, and expect breakfast laid out for him. Or he would sleep, lulled by softer accommodations than he was used to in the field. She’d have to time it just right. Too soon and he’d complain that the bread was stale or the cheese hard. Too late and he’d rail that she’d dawdled, probably accuse her, as he had in the past, of listening at doorways and being a traitor like her “bitch mistress” or lingering with lovers, like the slut she was.

      She’d have to beg more rations for their fire as well, so that she could actually bring the water up to boiling for his chofee. And hers as well.

      At least she’d have heat while Garif was in residence. Warmth for terror. It seemed a poor exchange.

      Cia left, again closing the door behind her as silently as possible. She hurried to the kitchens. They, at least, were warm, a hive of activity as bread was kneaded and rolled, fruit and cheese were cut for distribution. Brinda, the mistress of the kitchen, was already drenched, her graying hair escaping her lopsided bun in spirals that stuck to her face. She had never forgiven that it had been her food supposedly poisoned by “that foreign brula” as she’d spoken of the Cia’s mistress ever since King Cyril had been found dead following the private supper in his chambers with Queen Inaya. A supper Cia had taken from the kitchen maid at the chamber door. She’d seen to the serving out of the meal before she was dismissed. In Brinda’s mind – in all of Jucar’s minds – everything had been fine coming from the kitchen. No one there had anything to gain. So, the poison must have been introduced by the queen or her handmaiden. Both from Frizenze, the land of potions and poisons. Also, spices and silks and so much else, but none of that mattered. They only saw their dead king and that Cia and Queen Inaya had the means and, apparently, the motive. The Queen carried his heir and so a foreign princess-turned-queen might think to control the Jucari throne through her son.

      The Jucari had made entirely sure this would never happen. Cia felt this in her heart, even if she couldn’t prove it. After the king had been found dead, they’d thrown Inaya and Cia both in the frozen North Tower, but not together. Cia had been placed much lower – only close enough to hear Inaya’s sobs. To know that their fates were tied, and should those cries ever cease… She’d tried to comfort her Queen by singing songs from their homeland, hoping her voice carried throughout the tower, so that Inaya would know she was not alone. When Cia had received the baffling offer to marry Garif or die for her crimes, she’d thought that in agreeing to the marriage, escaping her captivity, she might plead for Inaya. She’d thought that a powerful mageri might hold some sway. She’d thought… a lot of foolish things. She’d been so young then.

      But King Cyril’s brother didn’t want reason. Jannik wanted blood. He wanted war.

      What he did not want was Cyril’s heir, a possible boy-child who might someday supplant him. Cia was almost certain of it. Oh, women did lose babes, she knew that. But with medics and mageri on hand to protect her, Inaya should have been able to bring King Cyril’s babe into the world. Unless… She would not think of the unless. But in her darkest days, she feared that in deserting Inaya, she’d hastened her demise. After Inaya lost the babe, she’d lost her will to live, and the Jucari moved up her execution, lest she die on her own and rob them of their sport.

      Cia shut down those thoughts as they squeezed at her heart, threatened to show on her face. She couldn’t afford to appear anything but serene and steady. And she could never step any further into Brinda’s kitchen than necessary, lest she seem suspect. Even at the periphery she was watched like a hawk.

      Brinda saw Cia the moment she arrived, but ignored her at first, except to watch through unsubtle side-glances until she could order one of her underlings to deal with her.

      Maryllis, dark-haired, eyes the color of midnight, so petite she looked half her age, bustled up and dropped a curtsy. Cia was taken aback, but tried not to show it. While Maryllis’s smile, like the sun, shone on everyone, the bob of respect was new.

      “I hear that the men are back!” she said happily. “You’ll be needing extra rations then, for Mager Garif?”

      There was a note of hero-worship in her voice, and maybe that was what the curtsy had been about; Cia had suddenly gained stature with the reminder that she was Mager Garif’s wife rather than just “the traitor’s handmaiden.” They had no idea she took more pride in the latter or how hard she worked not to hate them after all they’d done to her queen. She knew she couldn’t blame everyone. Those in power told the people what to believe and tolerated no dissent. Not that any was offered when the salacious story involved a foreign princess to blame and her rich lands to invade, even if it hadn’t gone as anticipated.

      And so, she forced the smile she’d perfected over the years.

      “Yes, thank you,” she said, using precious energy to inject warmth into her words. “And the Mager requests that you send someone with more fuel for our fire.”

      Maryliss’s lips compressed as though she wanted to scold Cia for not already having everything ready, as though she’d like to instruct Cia on the proper homecoming for a returning hero, only it wasn’t her place. “I’ll send one of the brindle boys up for the fire,” Maryllis said instead, “and if you’ll wait, I’ll get you a tray. It will save sending one of the maids along on such a busy morning.”

      As Cia knew from experience, she might never see a maid on the quietest of days. Rumors ran rampant in the early days of the princess’s imprisonment that Cia had acquired the poison for her. Or worse, poisoned the king herself! King Cyril was a known philanderer, and not well known to accept rejection. Perhaps Cia had meant only to strike out against him, discourage his amorous pursuits. It was more thrilling to speculate on possibilities than settle on a scenario. Whatever the degree, her guilt was apparently undeniable. Most treated her as though she’d ply her poison trade again at the least provocation. The fact that she’d never had such a trade didn’t matter.

      “I’ll wait, thank you,” Cia said. “And just ask the boy to leave the supplies outside our door when he comes.” Garif didn’t allow men or boys of any stripe inside their quarters—at least not when he was absent. She daren’t change things now that he was back, for fear that he’d misinterpret a stray glance.

      Maryliss curtsied again, then realized what she was doing on the way down. She popped up again and was off in an instant.

      Cia shifted from foot to foot as she waited. She dreaded going back, but there was nowhere else for her to go. She’d been dead to her family and a traitor to Frizenze from the moment she’d married into the people who had killed her queen. Yet she prayed daily for the death and destruction of the war to end, and that the All forgive her secret wish that Garif not survive it. The mageri, with their constructs created from the energies ripped from the earth, were prime targets on the battlefields. So many had been lost already. Her people had found a way to subvert the will of the controlling mageri, to turn their creations against them using poison. Always poison. Her lands were known for their rich spices, their scents and oils that could soothe or enflame. Her people could heal or harm with equal artistry. When the Jucari framed her princess to start a war, they’d chosen a most likely lie.

      So many lost, and yet Garif always returned.

      Maryliss came back with the tray and handed it off with no further commentary, as though she was embarrassed by her earlier slip into deference. Cia was careful with each step back toward her quarters. More people were about now. A few even bobbed their heads in acknowledgement.

      All was quiet when she reached their room. She listened first at the door, though what she expected to come through, she didn’t know. The walls were solid stone, and the door a thick slab of wood that swelled and stuck in the warmer months. Maybe it was just a stalling tactic. She didn’t let it last long. Instinct or mageri power, Garif always seemed to know what she was about.

      She let herself in, balancing one end of the tray on her hip, and found Garif already up, staring into the embers of the fire.

      “It’s gone out,” he said, not even turning to look at her.

      If she said they didn’t give her enough to keep it going when he was gone, he might use it as an excuse to call her ungrateful and show her how much worse she could have it.

      “I’ve brought your food, and a boy will be coming with more fuel for the fire. The war has everything closely rationed.” She prayed it sounded neutral enough.

      He turned then, eyed her for falsehood or, she was sure, for any sign of dishevelment or excitement, as though anything about the marital state had left her wanting another man.

      When he didn’t immediately fly into a rage, she set the tray down on their table, which she’d long ago moved closer to the fire. He sat and let her serve him, eating as though he hadn’t in a year. He didn’t react when the knock came at the door, and she didn’t linger taking up the armful of wood and straw-brick the boy had brought for the fire. She nursed the embers back to blazing life and set the kettle to heat.

      “Strategy meeting this morning,” Garif said, around a mouthful of bread and cheese. “I won’t be back until mid-day, maybe later. Have a bath ready for me when I return.”

      He looked at her slyly out of the corner of his eye when he said it, waiting for the panic over the impossible task he’d set. She’d learned over the years to squirrel away bits of ribbon and lace to bribe certain maids to let her know when meetings adjourned. At least some had overcome their fear of her when years passed and no one came down dead. But if anyone played her false or didn’t move swiftly enough or if it took the bath water too long to heat, Garif would take it out on her hide.

      She did her best to beat back her rising fears as she would a fire that had leapt to her skirts. “As you will,” she said passively, looking to rob him of his moment.

      He grunted and continued eating. She readied the chofee, but he was gone before he could drink it, so she sat with it herself and eyed the dregs of the meal he had left to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bess

      

      

      Crown Princess Bessory V’Alban of Jucar curled her fingers into her palm tightly enough to draw blood. Her shiv-sharp nails sliced as cleanly into her own flesh as they had into her maid’s where she’d tapped the girl to draw out her essence, her anima. The maid’s discarded body was hidden back in her quarters, wilted and awaiting disposal via the secret passage to which only she held the key.

      Her stolen energy raced through Bess’s heart as she listened to her council lords and military men rant and rage, putting on a performance for the others present. The only thought they gave her was clear from their sidelong glances. Wouldn’t this be too bloody and boring for her delicate sensibilities? She smiled inwardly, outwardly raising an imperious brow to which no one said a word. They barely noticed in the furor of casting blame upon each other—her generals and her mageri each certain they could have won the war by now if the other hadn’t gotten in their way.

      She allowed it to go on long enough to make her point, and then tugged on the tether she had to her Regent, the almighty man set over her when both male heirs of the V’Alban line had died too young – oh, not for her purposes, but certainly for theirs. Her second brother, Jannik was so fond of the war he’d declared that he’d ridden off to it himself. She knew what they all thought—so selfish of Jannik to take up the sword before assuring the succession, saddling them with this snip of a girl! If he was going to be inconsiderate enough to succumb to his war wounds, he could first have won them a decisive victory! King Grammond’s youngest could not possibly assume control, all because she’d been born with the power to birth babies rather than beget them on others. Thus, they delayed the coronation while they scrambled to find her a husband, as her betrothed had died before fulfilling the role, preferably a relation to one of their lords. Or a male heir they could control in her stead. They didn’t know her spymaster was under strict orders to assure that such schemes died aborning.

      Regent Strego raised fists the size of mallets, and when he dropped them on the table, it sounded with a crack, as though it might split beneath them. Every man in the room froze. Lips stopped moving. Some hearts might have skipped a beat.

      Princess Bessory stepped forward into the sudden silence. She used her strongest voice, but feared she still sounded like the child they saw her to be, “I will not belittle our achievements. We have gained ground. However, we have been fighting for six long years. I have lost a brother to this war, and you a king. Many of the people of Jucar have lost brothers, fathers, husbands. Too many to count. And while we’ve made inroads into Frizenze, we cannot yet see our way to victory. Now we fight Galitrüd as well, in need of undeadened, fertile lands. Unless something changes, the war might rage for another six years with nothing to show for it but more death, more scarcity, more unrest.”

      Immediately, General Bowstan and at least three others sought to interrupt her, and Regent Strego pounded the table again. He was built square and solid, like a guard tower, stone to the table’s oak. There was no contest between them.

      “You forget yourselves,” Strego said, his voice like a lash. “You have all had your time to speak, and see what you’ve accomplished. Nothing. You tell us what we know. You offer problems with only the solutions you’ve brought time and again. We have something new to say, and you will listen.”

      The Princess ground her teeth. The unquestioning respect he was afforded, the way all looked to him was the very reason she’d tapped into Strego, borrowed some of his strength and replaced it with her will, drawn him into her web. But the need for it stung like hornets.

      “We are running out of resources,” she continued. First, feed their own words back to them. “We are not outmatched, but if we don’t recruit more and change our strategies, we may become outmanned. The Frizenzians have already had female mageri on their side. We know that there are women in Jucar who can perform workings as well.” But you must not look at me. It’s been bred out of the royal line, as far as you know. As far as anyone knows. “It was ever my father’s policy and my brother’s as well, that women were needed in the home, but there are clearly women who wield mageri powers. It is time to call them to service.”

      Everyone wanted to talk at once, but it was General Bowstan, a vein popping in his eye, flooding it with blood at the effort to rein in his anger, who shouted them all down. “Women? Who might come down pregnant? They have no place on the battlefield.”

      “You make it sound as though it is an ague–‘come down pregnant’. If it is a sickness, we all know how it is passed. If you are concerned, keep the men away from them. Or do you fear your ability to do so?”

      His face was now the color of hot iron fresh from the forge. “You insult all of us. The mageri. Me and my men. All of us who have fought so hard to win your war.”

      “Our war,” Princess Bessory said dangerously. If his eyes were blood, hers were daggers. “Or have you misplaced your loyalties?”

      “I am on the front lines of our war,” he spat. “I see daily the death and sacrifice of your troops. To suggest that we are not enough, that you, sitting here in your castle and comfort, know better…” The General turned toward her Regent, appealed to him as the real power behind the throne. “Sir, you’ve been in the field. You know.”

      “What I know,” Regent Strego said, not once looking to her for direction, “is that if you were enough, we would be winning.”

      General Bowstan reared back like he’d been slapped.

      “This has been a war of attrition and it is coming at too high a cost,” the Regent continued. “We need something bold. We need fresh blood.”

      “Even if women were suited for warfare—” Bowstan restarted, modulating his tone for the Regent.

      But Strego cut in. “That female mageri, as I understand it, choked the better part of a battlefield, ramming the very air down their throats before she was taken down.”

      “But she was struck down.”

      “And how many died in that endeavor?”

      “Even if women were suited for combat,” Bowstan tried again, ignoring the gauntlet Strego had thrown down, “we couldn’t spare the resources to train them. And defending them on the field would distract from the fight and get others killed.”

      “That’s the very reason the Magery doesn’t train women. Too easily distracted by thoughts of home and hearth, too vulnerable. Worrying over them makes others vulnerable,” said a new man stepping forward–an imposing figure, tall and broad with a salt and pepper beard to his knees threaded with bone beads that fascinated her, though the man himself assuredly did not. Mager Garif, who’d been her brother Jannik’s right hand on the battlefield. “By your leave, your Majesty, we have no female mageri to send.”

      “You misunderstand me,” Princess Bessory said with a smile that showed teeth. If Bowstan and Garif wouldn’t respect their elders, and Regent Strego was their elder by at least a decade, they would learn to respect their betters. It chafed that her actual coronation would not come until the thaw when most of her dukes could be gathered to witness, but she was their majesty with or without the crown. “I gave an order, not an opinion. Tell me again how you won’t, and I’ll find people who will. And then I’ll have no further need of you.”

      She looked first to General Bowstan to be certain he understood her meaning. She could practically see him calculating whether or not she’d carry through. His was a face that could be best described in field maneuvers. His hair had most undeniably retreated, leaving the field to his brows, which were still skirmishing, as they certainly hadn’t settled into formation. His lower jaw had gotten the jump on his upper, both overshadowed by the hawkish nasal army of the north perched above them.

      He didn’t know enough to fear her yet, but he would. Bowstan, like most, saw her as a figurehead, a placeholder until she could bear a king.

      “General?” Strego prompted.

      Bowstan made a deep bow to the Princess and another nearly as deep to the Regent. “Your will is my command,” he said, meeting the Princess’s gaze before lowering his in deference. “I live to serve.”

      She would see to it. Or to the alternative.

      Then she turned her head toward Mager Garif, his gaze practically burning into her. Most of the mageri who’d survived the Blood War remained in the field with the troops in their winter camps holding the territory they’d gained. In rare cases, they returned home for brief visits with family as it became too snow-swept for fighting, if that family was close enough for travel to be safe and return to be assured. It was her curse that Garif lived at the palace.

      Gareth seethed, growing with each inhale, yet hardly seeming to diminish with his exhales. His eyes burned with the poisonous sort of hatred apt to corrode any vessel that contained it. But not yet, they promised. You first.

      Erdain, their lead strategist, her brother Cyril’s court mageri when he’d been king, was both older and wiser than Garif. He pressed his lips thin to keep from commenting at all. He didn’t look happy, but neither did he look stupid enough to say so.

      “You are dismissed,” she said to the room at large, pointedly looking at Garif, letting him know who held the power.

      In defiance, he flashed a glance at Strego, who nodded almost imperceptibly, making Bess bite her lip until it bled.

      Then he was gone.

      As soon as the room cleared, the Princess’s spymaster appeared as though he’d formed from the shadows. He was a blade of a man, all sharp angles and no more flesh than it took to cover his bones. His hair was an ink stain pulled back into a queue, but at any given time it might be back or down, shaggy or slicked, parted to one side or another or not at all, his mustache overgrown or groomed and oiled, each change rendering him somehow unrecognizable. He could grow with menace or shrink with subservience, claim or avert attention. There was a reason Ruggerio had risen from such humble beginnings, a reason Jannik had elevated him after executing the previous spymaster for failing to stop Cyril’s assassination.

      Secrets swam in his eyes, but they were a pool of oil and tar, and wouldn’t allow any to escape into the world.

      She stifled a shiver that wanted to wrack her frame. There was something about Ruggerio that both intrigued and terrified her. Enough that she’d never tried her powers on him for fear that she would fail and he would take it very badly.

      “He bears watching,” Ruggerio said softly, flicking a glance at the Regent, but dismissing him to focus on the Princess. He had to look down to do it. She came barely to his chest, yet still she strove to find some modicum of height as she hadn’t tried with Bowstan.

      “Strego? Of all those present?” she whispered in disbelief.

      “The others defy you openly.”

      She stared, then waved her hand dismissively. “If there’s anything afoot, I’m sure you’ll see to it. That’s what I have you for.”

      He gave a small nod, his movements as economical as always. “But female mageri, Princess? Not that I question your directive, of course,” he added swiftly. “My concern is how you’ll recruit these women. It’s unlikely they will step forward, even if you make it a decree. With so many lost to the war or the Rot, those remaining may have people to care for. Or they may follow the Church and be unwilling to use what power they have. They may go into hiding or seek sanctuary.”

      “If they won’t come forward, we’ll make it rewarding for people to report them. Offer a finder’s fee,” Regent Strego said, speaking her mind from his mouth.

      She’d had to bring him along slowly at first so that when they began to work in concert it seemed that she’d finally accepted his guidance rather than the other way around. Deceptions were easy when they met people’s expectations.

      “Then my men will spend their time chasing down false leads on inconvenient women,” Ruggerio said.

      Bess narrowed her eyes at him. “Inconvenient women?”

      He waved a hand like it was nothing. “Unmarriageable or barren, unforgiving of a man’s affairs. Sickly or unmanageable.”

      The Regent held up a hand to stop the flow, which was probably wise, because Bess was seething, and Ruggerio was too dangerous a target for her rage, even if he merited it. But he wasn’t giving his opinion, simply stating a truth as inconvenient as the women he imagined. Jucar didn’t value women beyond their usefulness, and even then limited those uses.

      Strego stroked his beard in thought, wiry gray hairs coming to mid-chest with stray raven strands here and there to show what once was. “Then we institute punishments for false reports. I would not be advocating along with the Princess if such desperate measures weren’t in order. The war has come almost to a standstill. This is not the time for a gentle hand.”

      Ruggerio was shaking his head before Strego finished. “People would fear to come forward. It might drive people toward the Church or, worse, the Restoration, which is already against us.”

      “Well, then, what do you suggest?” Bess asked, her tone sharp enough to cut. The bloody Church taught that the anima was too precious to play with. Whether an individual’s lifeforce or the collective spirit that flowed through all things, it was creative energy. Natural and necessary. Sacred. Not meant to be taken and twisted.

      But it was like any other resource. What good was iron until drawn from the earth and tempered into a blade or a vessel? Or gold or silver until it was refined and fashioned into intricate works? And yet, the Restoration rebels thought that working the anima should be punishable by death.

      “Discretion, my Princess,” Ruggerio said. “We listen, we hunt down the prospects, we impress our need upon them.”

      As always. Women wouldn’t be asked. They would be told. Her own plan, but it chafed from Ruggerio’s lips.

      “I have a prospect for you already,” she said. “I’ve heard my servants speak of a widow who lives beside All Souls Cemetery who caters to the living but speaks with the dead.”

      Something shifted in his eyes, but it was gone so quickly she couldn’t interpret what she’d seen.

      “I will investigate whether she has any true skills that will contribute to the cause,” he promised, but his voice was tinged with doubt. “Do you have a name?”

      “Talk with my women,” she said. “One of them will know it.”

      “I frighten them,” he responded, but he smiled, as if that wasn’t an entirely unpleasant prospect.

      “They are wise to be frightened,” she answered.

      His lips stretched to show teeth, and it was the smile of a wolf, toothy and pointed. “Is that all, my Princess?”

      Though it wasn’t entirely proper, she felt an odd thrill at the possessive. She didn’t like that at all. She’d had a childhood crush on the man who was now her spymaster. Growing up, she’d seen him as a shadow here, a suggestion there, flitting like a romantic figure through the castle. She’d done all she could to stifle it. She’d been betrothed from the time of her birth to the heir-apparent of Galitrüd, a sickly boy who hadn’t made it to adulthood. Her father had died before he could arrange a new match, and her brothers had always been too busy, but she’d been meant for a noble and political marriage.

      Ruggerio was beneath her, but it didn’t stop the thrill she felt in his presence. Perhaps it would help if she thought of him as she should. Not Ruggerio, but the Crown Blade. Or simply, the Blade, as he was known by reputation rather than sight. A boogeyman to keep the nobility in line.

      She forcibly stifled her reaction and inclined her head. She added before he could turn away. “You might bring Mager Garif with you when you go after the woman. Such an errand should be appropriately humbling, and he can help you convince her to come along if need be.”

      He bobbed his head and slipped silently from the room. Bess cursed herself at the realization that she’d phrased her order as a suggestion, and that, young as she was, he might take it that way. She had to do better.

      Strego also glanced thoughtfully after the spymaster. “You are dismissed as well,” she told him. “You have plans to set in motion.”

      When he took her hand to bow over it and graze his lips over her knuckles, she slit the skin of his palm with nails that were sharp enough to bite. She brought the hand to her mouth and sucked the blood away, tasting the jolt of fear like zest. It reminded her momentarily of the tang of the ginger candies he’d slipped her at court when she was small and trotted out for show at court functions she was supposed to stay at far too long without fidgeting. She wished she could whisk away her own memories as easily as she could tamper with his will and make him forget about her doing so.

      But what choice had they left her. Pawn or player…it was no choice at all.

      She’d known enough to hide her powers since she was a little girl. Since the time her mother had taken an interest in her and brought her to the gardens in the company of the courtier with the hair of autumn gold. There must have been ladies-in-waiting around as well. Or guards. But she didn’t remember them. Only that she’d danced on ahead, feeling so much… something …in the wind that she struggled to put it into words. The collective breath of the world, the beating of wings, the rustling of leaves and living things, the energy and the spirit of it all. She bowed to flowers, breathing them in, touching their stems and feeling through them to the veins, and beyond them into the earth. Seeing a great tree blooming with white flowers, centers the pink of a lamb’s tongue, and running ahead to throw her arms around it, her feet tangling with each other in her haste.

      Her mother momentarily focusing back on her to laugh and ask, “My love, what are you doing?”

      And Bess answering, “I can feel its blood run, Maman. Like when I put my head on your heart.”

      All laughter stopped then. All sound.

      Her mother grabbed her arm. Hard. Bess cried out in pain as her mother yanked her away from the tree, pressed her against her skirts so that she could barely breathe. She was hurt, confused, bereft, asking her mother to stop, begging to know what she’d done. The skirts muffled her cries.

      She cried all the way back to the palace. It was so rare that her mother touched her at all. When Maman was fed up with her cries, she shook her hard and told her to be silent. There was terror in her eyes. Then Maman swung her up into her arms and pressed Bess against her as she’d always wanted. Bess nuzzled into her neck, thinking finally to have the comfort, the soothing, the understanding. Only her mother’s embrace was no comfort. The arm locked behind her was a steel bar that pressed Bess’s face against her to keep any sounds from spilling out. Upon arrival at the palace, she locked herself and Bess in the nursery and made certain Bess knew she was an abomination. No one could ever know that Bess could sense the world as she did. No one. This wondrous thing was somehow not wondrous at all, but wrong. She was wrong. And she couldn’t talk to anyone. Ever. Couldn’t ask; couldn’t tell.

      She spent her childhood in pain and isolation, in fear of discovery, finally learning that what she’d touched was the anima. And that the power was forbidden to V’Albans, let alone women of royal lineage. It was too dangerous and potentially unstable. It had been bred out of the royal lines, ever since King Calestri had gone mad with power. Or so they said.

      Which made her wonder whether she was truly her father’s daughter, and if that was why her mother was so afraid. But she’d never seen her mother again except as a distant figure. She’d never taken Bess out again.

      That would have been enough heartache, but she never even made eye contact. Her gaze would sweep over her daughter as though she was a tapestry, a mere furnishing. So Bess told herself lies—that her mother wasn’t rejecting her, but working not to draw special attention to her. So that her daughter was safe. That it was love and not neglect. She never discovered the truth. Her mother died of a spring fever two years later, taking her secrets to the grave.

      For years, she had tried to suppress her powers lest those secrets be discovered, until… But she wasn’t going to think on that. She’d had years since to perfect her powers. To build up her protections. To come to her own understandings with no one to tell her where the lines were drawn. What she could or couldn’t do.

      She felt Strego’s vitality trickle into her, but she could allow no more than a trickle. If he appeared too weak, if she took away too much of his will to reinforce her own, the court would see it. They wouldn’t simply depose him in favor of another; they might depose her. Never mind that she’d been careful to assure there was no one left to take her place.

      Bess whispered her will straight into Strego’s veins as he stood there staring into nothingness, his mouth hanging slightly open. Her first command had been for him to be quiet and still, send his mind somewhere far away, so that he could not fight her. She’d caught a glimpse of his quiet place once, and seen mountains in autumn, leaves in all their gemstone finery, a pristine lake glinting diamond facets. It seemed too serene for the man before her, whose power pulsed so temptingly. She had to force herself to stop when she thought it was enough.

      But enough was a myth. The life force in his blood…the thrill of power that went through her…she wanted to drink it down, a flagon rather than a sip, a raging river rather than a stream.

      She couldn’t afford to. Not with someone as powerful as Strego. Not yet.

      She continued her whisperings as she wiped her mouth and held her thumb against the wound to stop the bleeding, then she relinquished him, staring into his face to watch for the slightest sign of rebellion.

      It didn’t come.

      Strego blinked twice, then smiled vaguely, as though he’d entered a room and forgotten why he’d come.

      She smiled back at him, hoping his blood didn’t show on her teeth.

      “Thank you, Regent,” she said, in her sweetest voice. “Would you send in my new maid on your way out?”

      Irritation flashed over his face as he bowed. The errand was beneath him, but he would relay her wishes to someone who would tell someone else, and eventually her new girl would appear. Later, after the castle had gone quiet for the night, she would use some of her stolen power and the secret passage to dispose of the last girl.
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      Garif came back in a rage.

      Despite the lace bribe, no warning had come. Maybe there hadn’t been time. Not in the mood Garif was in. As heavy as the outer door was, he managed to slam it open, the wood cracking like bone against the wall.

      Cia’s needle slipped, stabbing into her finger, and she cried out as blood instantly stained the veil she’d been embroidering for months. Maybe she could save it if she soaked it right away, but Garif wasn’t going to give her that chance. She quickly threw down her work and stuck her finger in her mouth to suck away the bleeding before Garif spotted it. So many things he could do with that blood. Use the excuse of her ruined work to beat her for clumsiness, tap into her with his power… That was what terrified her the most. He’d threatened it on any number of occasions, but he’d never done it. Yet.

      She met Garif in the foyer, but the wild look in his eyes stopped her before she reached him.

      “You,” he spat, as though she’d done something to him. “Witches, all of you.” He stepped forward with his staff, angling the weighted head forward. She knew the feel of it smashing into the soft core of her stomach, beating against her breasts. Anywhere he thought the bruises wouldn’t show, wouldn’t scar and diminish the prize he’d bought himself to abuse.

      She stayed frozen, hoping that if she didn’t move, she could maintain their tableau. She didn’t know what he was angry about and so had no way to appease him.

      She was terrified even to speak, to ask what had happened and how she could help. The idea that she might have any power to do so would incense him.

      “Are you going to stand there as if I didn’t give you very specific instructions before I left?” he roared. He hadn’t even closed the door behind him. Anyone going by would hear what a terrible wife she was, how she’d failed in her duties. It so perfectly suited what they already believed of her.

      “No, my lord,” she said, the words no more than a breath. “I didn’t know when you would return. I didn’t want the bath to get cold. I’ll go now.”

      Yet he still blocked the way, seething.

      “Useless,” he said, and it was even worse when he did step out of the way and close the door, because that was when the real hurt would begin. “Couldn’t you just see yourself on a battlefield?”

      She had no idea where this had come from or how to respond, and so she left it behind. “I’ll see to the bath. The castle is in an uproar with the new influx. I’ll have to go to the kitchens directly.”

      She started for the door, and Garif grabbed her painfully by one arm, hard enough to grind muscle against bone. “Use my name and don’t dawdle. They’ll do it now or you’ll lug every jug of water from the pump to the tub yourself and heat it with your blood.”

      Cia swallowed hard, and he released her with a push that sent her into the door. She caught herself on her hands and was out into the hallway before he could grab her again. She didn’t dare run through the hallways—always decorum for Mager Garif’s suspect wife, lest anyone think he had her anything but perfectly trained. Cowed. But she walked with as much speed as her shaky legs would lend her.

      It was one of the brindle boys, streaked with the soot from cleaning flues and tending fires, giving them the mottled appearance that led to their name, who saw her first and stopped to help, even with one arm laden with a brazier of hot coal to start a fire and a bag of tinder weighing down his other shoulder. She told him what she needed, and when he started to respond that they’d have to wait their turn, Cia grabbed his free hand and held it to her heart.

      If anyone saw… If anyone reported back to Garif…

      “Please,” she said, throwing all the desperation she felt into that one word, finally letting the fear show in her eyes. “Please. If he doesn’t get what he wants, and fast…it won’t go well for me.”

      The boy looked from his hand at her heart up into her face. His own eyes were huge in his pock-marked face. She’d never touched him before. Never touched anyone unless it was accidental and immediately withdrawn, but something in her manner must have reached him. Maybe on some level he understood.

      “I’ll see to it myself,” he said, standing taller, as if this boy, younger than she’d been when she came to the castle, could save Cia himself.

      Tears gathered in her eyes, and she thanked him, squeezing his hand and letting him go before hurrying off to the kitchen. She looked for Brinda or Maryliss or any of the kitchen maids, hoping to beg wine or ale that might take the edge off Garif’s mood. Not too much. Just enough, whatever that might be.

      She caught Brinda giving her the stink-eye and asked her for a bottle of Ridaldo red, invoking Garif’s name. When Brinda huffed that she’d send someone up, Cia said she’d wait. Brinda almost chewed her lips off at that, as if she suspected Cia might poison their good wine on the way up.

      “I’ll bring it sealed then,” she said meaningfully. “Mager Garif will have to open it himself.”

      Cia only nodded. Bringing the wine was a risk. The bottle was something he might fling at her or use to beat her. But there was plenty in their quarters that would do that job, and Garif might be loath to destroy a Ridaldo red. It might buy her time for him to cool down.

      Brinda sent one of the maids off and distanced herself, but Cia had the wine before Garif could grow impatient. Though once she was back, she found herself standing outside her door, afraid to actually open it.

      The brindle boy appeared at that moment along with another, carrying the tub between them. Cia sighed relief, and announced them before opening the door to allow them in. She followed after and saw Garif look from them to her to the bottle of red in her hand and stop. His gaze was no less wild or predatory, but she’d given him something to swoop down on, and witnesses to prevent it being her. For now.

      Garif opened the red and sat with it, starting with a goblet, and then giving that up to swig directly from bottle as he watched with angry eyes the comings and goings of the boys. He growled in warning as the boy who’d helped her before poured the contents of one of his jars of water into her large cookpot for heating and offered to restoke the fire. The boy glanced at Cia for her reaction, but she didn’t dare look back. Or even thank him. She only shook her head and went about her duties, feeling Garif’s gaze shift to her, more heated than the fire that now blazed. She could almost feel it burning her where it touched.

      As soon as the door closed behind the brindle boys, Garif flicked a finger at the poker she held and ordered, “Put that down and come here.”

      His voice was as hard as flint, and she feared any hesitation would spark the fire that seemed to be brewing in his belly. She looked to the poker in her hand. Barbed, tempered iron. For a moment, her fingers tightened around it. Perhaps his was not the only fire brewing.

      But he saw. Of course, he saw.

      Garif pounded the bottle down hard on the table and was on his feet in an instant, one hand wrapped around her throat and the other crushing her hand with the poker, squeezing so hard the pain had her gasping out the last of the air in her lungs. Panic tore at her. She tried to drop the poker, but Garif was gripping her too tightly. His fingers harder than iron, stronger than a vise, closing on her as though he could crush her hand and throat as completely as her spirit.

      Please, she tried to say, but no sound came out. She didn’t dare fight him with her one free hand, although instinct wanted her to claw, fight, pry his fingers away. Or jab for his eyes, tear at his genitals. All the things she’d ever imagined. Some of which she’d tried until she realized that he wanted her to fight to justify a bloodier beating. She’d given up when he’d bashed her so badly she had to have bones reset and reknit—thank the All a maid had been passing by and heard her that time, because Garif had gone back to the battlefront and not told anyone to look for her. And still it had taken her weeks to rise again. In her dreams, she still fought. In reality, dark spots were swimming in front of her eyes, coming together to blot out the world. Her head grew heavy, the world began to fade and for a second, she thought she might finally have peace, slip away and deprive him of his favorite toy.

      And then he threw her to the floor. The poker went flying, and he kicked it aside. Kicked her while she was down. She curled, knowing what was coming, protecting her soft bits as best she could while gasping in air. She tried to scuttle away from him before he could kick her again, but he pinned her with a foot to the top of her chest, toe of his boot pressing into her abused windpipe. Her air cut off again, then wheezed in as he eased up, only to shut off again as his weight shifted, as though he wanted to remind her that she lived or died at his pleasure.

      “You forgot yourself while I was away. I guess I will have to reteach you.”

      She’d thought she was done fighting. Apparently, she was wrong. Instinct won out, and she pushed frantically at his foot, trying to dislodge it, desperate for air. He ground down instead, and her whole body seized before he let up. She coughed, but it shot agony through her, like she’d broken something that couldn’t be fixed.

      He lifted his foot again, but only so that he could kick her over onto her side. “Get up. Get my bathwater ready. I have another meeting ahead of me, and I won’t smell as though I’ve been wallowing in filth.” It was clear from his glower that she was the filth. As though she cared for his good opinion. As though his glare had the power to harm her when he had hands and feet and his staff.

      Cia forced herself to rise, ignoring the pain in her side, and the gasp that threatened to tear open her throat. She had to stop halfway up to let the spots clear as her head went light and her vision swam again. She expected another kick, but it didn’t come. Instead, Garif watched, taking it all in, the expression on his face warning that he had something else in mind.

      She almost rose to her full height but couldn’t quite straighten. Not all the way. She stood hunched and dizzy, but she couldn’t wait for that to pass. She reached for the mitts that she used to handle the heated pots, but Garif slapped them away.

      “Bare handed,” he ordered.

      She dared to look at him in disbelief. In horror. She couldn’t. The hot metal would melt her flesh. She’d never again embroider or tat or lace. She’d never… She would be completely useless to him and to everyone. What would he do to her then? What was he about to do now?

      His lips curled cruelly. He knew exactly what the burns would do to her. He didn’t care. As bad as he’d ever been, she’d never seen him like this.

      When she didn’t instantly obey, Garif reached for his staff and held it like a cudgel. “If I bleed you, I end you,” he threatened. “I can tap into your power, what little that may be, and take it into myself. Maybe some good would finally come of you.”

      It was her greatest fear. Not death, but that he might somehow consume her. She didn’t know how his magic worked. Not really. But mageri staffs were cruelly tipped so they could stab into the land to tap the anima, to bleed its power and manipulate it into their battle constructs or do whatever they pleased with it. If Garif turned it on her…

      No!

      She was finished with this. He had taken everything else—her queen, her country, her dignity. Ending her was one thing, subsuming her was entirely another. He would not use her. Not anymore.

      A fire started in her stomach and roared through her, as though a flue had been opened. It blew the pain back into the cobwebbed corners of her soul, straightening her to her full height. Maybe he was right, and she’d forgotten herself while he was away. Or maybe she’d just remembered.

      Garif saw the answer in her eyes, and snarled as he swung the weighted end of his staff at her, aiming for her temple before she had time to seek a weapon of her own, the poker she’d lost or a hot log from the fire. She’d gladly burn herself up in his destruction.

      But there was a weapon bearing down on her, and as it was about to strike, she reeled back and grabbed the staff at the bulbous, bashing end. Terror leant her preternatural strength, and she pulled hard, shocking them both by sliding the staff right out of his hands.

      He lunged for it, arms outstretched to grab it back, and she gave it to him, the sharp end pointed right for his chest. His own momentum thrust him well onto it, and the tip stabbed deeply into his body.

      For an instant, their eyes met—his wide in disbelief. Hers possibly just as wide, just as disbelieving. For once they were in perfect concert.

      Then his knees started to buckle, and he faltered back, crashed into the edge of the soaking tub and toppled in, taking the staff with him. Cia watched in numb horror as the water turned red with his blood and she knew she had no more need to warm his bathwater.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR
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      Cia collapsed to the floor, her legs suddenly refusing to support her. She was shaking, her teeth chattering, as though the cold of the grave had come for her instead of Garif. She’d always thought she’d be the one to die at his hand.

      She’d done it now. Become what they’d always thought of her.

      A killer.

      A hard knock at the door scared her straight off the floor, and Cia found herself standing on quivering legs like a deer who’d been spotted by the hunters and couldn’t make herself move. She stared at the door as though she could see through it, as though there could possibly be help on the other side. Her mind raced, coming up with and discarding a thousand plans. She could throw herself on the mercy of whoever had come, sink into the hysteria she felt at her situation and let them misread the cause as horror at the accident that had taken Garif from her. But even if she could be convincing, no one would care. She’d killed a mageri. The punishment was death.

      She could blame an assassin or a terrible accident, Garif falling on his staff. Every explanation was more outlandish than the next, and in the end, they’d blame her as they had her princess. Because it was easy. Because she was the outsider. Because they hated her already.

      Her only choice was to run.

      “Mager Garif,” a voice came through the door. A man’s voice. Full of command. “I need to speak with you on an urgent matter.”

      Cia didn’t recognize the voice, so she had no way to predict what would come next. Sooner or later, someone would come looking for Garif when he wasn’t found for the important meeting he’d mentioned. There would be a master key for their room. Or the door would be broken down. She had to be gone by then.

      The handle on their door rocked back and forth. Had Garif locked it? She couldn’t remember.

      Her heart pounded like it was going to beat right out of her chest.

      Her embroidered veil was already ruined. She wouldn’t be there to soak or finish it. Her quarters were on the second floor. Austerity had left her so thin she was certain she could squeeze through the window. The drop would likely break her legs if not kill her, but if she could anchor herself and let herself down with the veil…

      The thing that flashed instantly to mind was Garif’s staff, buried deep within his body. It would be long and sturdy enough to use as an anchor. But if she made a move, the man on the other side of the door would hear. He’d know there was someone within, and something wrong that no one was answering him back.

      She didn’t think twice. Better to make a mistake through action than inaction. At least she’d have tried.

      She leapt at the staff and put everything she had into one great pull. Garif’s body didn’t want to give up the staff even in death, and at first rose with it. When the tip slipped free, the body splashed back into the bath with enough noise that the man on the other side of the door called again, “Mager Garif!”

      There was great alarm now. Whether the door was unlocked or the man at the door possessed a key or had to send for one, she was out of time.

      Cia grabbed the bloody veil off her table, tied one end around the middle of the staff and knotted it as best she could. She fled to the window and threw open the shutters. She twisted her skirts around herself so they wouldn’t get caught and propped her hips up on the windowsill. She could hear the doorknob twisting violently as she tucked her legs through the narrow window, positioned the staff crosswise in the opening, and started to lower herself down using the veil.

      She heard the door of the room burst open, and lost her grip, the sudden fall shocking a scream out of her that had frigid air seizing her lungs. She fell two floors and hit the ground with a blow to her back that reverberated outward through her body. It took an instant for sense to return and to roll to her feet, thankful when she was able to do so. She looked quickly around. Their quarters were on the cliff side of the castle. She’d fallen mere steps from the rocky drop off. The wind blew her back against the walls and she followed its lead, pressing herself against the stone so that she couldn’t be seen from above if someone leaned out the window looking for Garif’s killer.

      His killer.

      She couldn’t think like that. It still wasn’t real.

      Cia slid around the side of the castle, staying close, willing that the people who’d ignored her all this time would continue to do so. That she could remain invisible.

      It was a futile hope. The yelling from above raised the alarm throughout the castle. A bell rang out from the ramparts, and an answering commotion went up from the gate. She couldn’t hear words, only barked orders, and then the unmistakable rattle of the portcullis going down. She imagined it like the executioner’s blade coming down on her neck. She gasped and had to spit out the hair the frigid wind had whipped in her face—her blue-black hair, the color of a grackle’s wing. Common enough in Frizenze, but in Jucar there would be no mistaking her. The guards hastily mounting their horses would know just who they were after. The foreigner. And the only madwomen out in the crystalline cold without even a shawl running for the gates as though her life depended on it.

      Think, think, think.

      Behind her came cries to hold from the castle guards. Ahead there were horsemen about to ride her down. She had no power and no weapons and no time.

      The first horseman was upon her, sword out, but he wasn’t ready to use it, only to flash it menacingly. She dodged him, straight into the blade of another horseman. Her spine curved in a way she had no idea it could as she twisted out of the way of it and straight into the path of another swordsman. In these numbers, they didn’t have to run her through on the spot. All they had to do was surround her, cage her in, and she’d be locked up in a tower until her execution, just like her princess.

      And then she saw it. This one had mounted too quickly. Or a horse he didn’t commonly use. The stirrups weren’t set for him, and so he didn’t have his feet though them. His seat wasn’t secure.

      She stopped for an instant, long enough for the swordsman to think she was frozen in place, so that he’d commit to grabbing for her. She was aware that someone could swing in from the other side and was prepared to dart away. If there was one skill she’d learned from Garif, it was knowing when to flinch. When the horseman before her moved, so did she, slipping under his reach, ducking under his horse, and coming up on the far side. She grabbed his foot and heaved him hard in the direction he was already overbalanced.

      There was a moment where things could have gone either way. The swordsman flailed for a better grip on the reins, catching bits of the horse’s mane in the attempt. The horse didn’t like that at all, and thrashed his head, tearing the reins from the man’s hand. The man went flying, crying out as he fell. Cia didn’t waste any time in rucking up her skirts to an indecent level, grabbing the suddenly slack reins for herself, and sliding a foot into the closest stirrup to heft herself up on to the horse before the rider could rise again.

      There were horsemen on the right and left of her, one reaching to tear her off her new mount, the other swinging for her head. Eyes wide, she lay low over the horse’s neck, slid her other foot into the stirrup, which seemed to have been sized just for her, and kicked at the horse’s side to drive him on. There was no way to turn him in the press. He bolted forward, straight into the royal guards who had poured out of the castle. He reared before them, hooves lashing out. It was only by hugging tightly to the horse’s neck that she kept her seat. She’d ridden out with her princess on numerous occasions back in Frizenze, but nothing like this.

      The royal guard fell back before the thrashing hooves, and it gave Cia the space she needed. When the horse fell back to all fours, she wheeled him around, spotted the narrow gap they’d left in the gatehouse formation and drove him hard through it.

      The huge cry behind them added to the horse’s burst of speed. He ran like the hounds of Ravenia were chasing him. Cia held on for dear life. Her haste and rucked up skirts meant that her seat was far from perfect. It was all she could do to cling low and hope her muscles held. Already her thighs were quivering from the clenching, and her hands felt as though her fingers had frozen in place and might never unclench.

      The portcullis was nearly halfway down. It was going to be close, but she didn’t dare stop. Crushed or caught, the result would be death.

      As they hit the portcullis, she hugged even more tightly to the stallion, who was already head down, running full out. She felt the metal tip of the gate rake across her back, tearing fabric and scraping flesh, but it couldn’t hold them, and in a searing instant they were through.

      They galloped full bore toward the town, the road now unobstructed before them. Pursuit would come, but it would take time to reopen the portcullis and for those who’d poured out of the palace to mount up. In that time, she’d have to disappear into town, lose the horse, and find a place to hide.

      How, she had no idea. She had no money, no protection from the elements and no one who would dare help her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE
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      Ulan laughed with the crowd as she jumped back from the man in the flame-bright motley leaping for the lamp pole before her and swinging around it like a whirl-a-gig. She’d been prepared to walk around it, but not for a man to come flying, brandishing a wooden sword and yelling to his opponent, “Ho!” and “He!” and for a capering man dressed in scarves of purple and blue to holler back, “Have at it!” and “Be still, you swine!”

      They swung and dodged and leapt and whirled with great pageantry, pulling faces. The capering man sometimes ducked behind a woman’s skirts, only to have her beat at him, much to the amusement of the crowd. Ulan didn’t have the time to watch. On the other hand, pushing through the crowd seemed near impossible.
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