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Chapter 1



She lost her grip when the soldier convulsed. Blood surged from the torn artery, running down to mix with the churned mud in which she knelt.


‘Hold her, dammit, hold her!’


Hands moved to put pressure on the soldier’s legs and shoulders. Naida pressed down again, above the tear, fingers deep in the shredded flesh of the soldier’s thigh. She had to stem this in the next minute. Had to. The soldier jerked and spasmed in pain from the breaks in her arms and the lacerations to her chest and stomach.


Naida moved one bloody hand from the wound and placed it on the soldier’s forehead.


‘What’s her name?’ she hissed at the pale-faced, shivering swordsman nearest her.


‘Caryne.’


‘Caryne, it’s Naida. Relax now. I’m going to save you.’


An ephemeral smile passed across Caryne’s mud-and-blood face and her every muscle relaxed. That was always the reaction when Naida used their name and told them they weren’t going to die. She returned to her work, letting her fingertips, out of sight of her team, smooth the rupture in Caryne’s femoral artery. The bleeding ceased, saving her life.


‘Ready with pressure pads and bandages,’ said Naida. ‘Pinch the wound closed as best you can when I withdraw. Pressure pads to keep the rupture closed, not cut off supply to the leg.’


Horns sounded across the battle line.


‘Flay-shot! Flay-shot!’


The eerie whispering and whistling from a hundred catapult baskets cut across the rolling clamour from the front lines. Soldiers dropped to a crouch, snapped shields over their heads and pressed together to lock their defences. Cavalry drove on, hoping to get under the arc, and the front line continued to push. After all, the catapults were what today was all about. And tomorrow.


Naida kept working as the soldiers around her tiled shields over and about her. Others placed their bodies between her and the flying shot of chain-linked, spiked iron fists and bladed carriage-bearings.


‘Brace! Brace!’


The horns fell silent, even the conflict line appeared to pause, while the whispering grew in volume and the whistling became a rattling terror from the sky. Naida focused on Caryne’s artery, drawing the rupture closed, sealing it with her body’s energy. It was a temporary measure, solely designed to get Caryne from the field and onto an operating table, but it would hold.


The flay-shot struck, striking earth, shield and flesh. A severed limb thumped into a shield above Naida and dropped to the ground by her head. She stood.


‘Get Caryne stretchered, secured and back to the medical tents.’ Naida wiped her bloody hands on her filthy trousers and said, quietly, ‘Where next?’


She cocked her head. A human screaming in pain can cut through even the din of full-throated battle. Evolution had designed it that way; its frequency reaching the ears and the heart simultaneously, demanding aid, demanding relief.


Naida ran. She yelled instructions to those running with her. Barely audible over the roar of infantry; the ground-shaking thrum of myriad hooves; the shrieking of metal on metal; and the eerie sounds of flay-shot flung from catapults, followed by the rattle of their fall on metal; their dull thuds against sodden earth; and the sick ripping of flesh.


The battlefield was crowded. Across two hundred yards of mud, blood, and bodies, the opposing front lines ebbed and flowed across a shallow, rock-strewn stream. Cavalry circled the flanks, hemming in the lines and acting as a deterrent to the enemy Haronic horsemen. Archer and reserve infantry cluttered the space behind the lines where stretcher and medic teams darted in and out, dragging the wounded to triage points and the dead from beneath the feet of the living.


Forays to attack the catapults were frequent, heroic, and doomed. Supporting cavalry were easy prey for archers and heavy bows. Even so, the day was with them: once there had been a hundred and twenty catapults in four ranks. Now there were less than a hundred. But the attrition rate was awful, and Naida’s medics were overstretched and increasingly vulnerable.


Naida was aware of her impact, her influence … her aura. Where she ran, hope came in her shadow. Where she was seen, courage surged within those who faced the enemy across a barrier of sharpened steel. They had the knowledge, the unquenchable certainty, that should they fall, Naida would save them.


Of course, she couldn’t save them all and, of course, they knew that. Everyone who hurled themselves at an enemy knew a fatal blow remained a fatal blow. But the chance, where there had not been one before, that a severe injury might not mean the end, was seized like the most precious of jewels.


Naida was the reason many of them fought at all. They’d long ago forgotten the cause that had taken them from their families, the reason the Queen demanded they fight an enemy whose crimes against Suurken had never been adequately explained. People they had been told to hate for reasons that were forever opaque.


It painted a target on Naida’s back. Wherever she ran, the fighting intensified, the arrows fell with greater density, and the catapults were loaded and discharged more quickly. When she appeared on the flanks, enemy cavalry charged. It all left her conflicted, wondering if she should run the battlefield at all when her presence might cause more death, more injury.


But run the lines she did, because to see her heedless of personal risk was a tonic to her people, who often said her mere presence was a mortal threat to the enemy.


Her people.


It was how she thought of them and how they saw themselves. The pressure of it should have crushed her. Military command should have hated her for wielding so much more influence than they ever could. But even the blind could see her value as a talisman. Not just here, but on every front. Knowing she ran the lines every day, rarely suffering so much as a scratch as she saved the lives of their friends and comrades, energised the army.


Naida thrived on it. Belief is a virtuous circle and there is no level it cannot attain. And their enemy’s attempts to kill her – from battlefield surges to assassins sent to her tent with poison, knives, even venomous reptiles and arachnids – all failed. And every failure was trumpeted as a victory, as proof of her invulnerability.


Naida slid to the ground right behind the reserve lines, no more than twenty yards from enemy blades. The expected surge was met and repulsed. The wounded spearman was being moved backwards across the mud and through the legs of his comrades. She stared through the thicket of mud-encrusted limbs and hissed through her teeth. The soldier was screaming but no longer in pain.


‘Stop! Keep him still! Make me a path.’ She crawled through the ebb and flow. Down here in the mud the roar of battle was that bit more muted but the stench of sweat-soaked leather, metal, sodden earth and blood was intense. ‘Don’t move him.’


Naida reached the soldier’s head. His helmet was gone and matted greying hair sprouted in desultory tufts from a balding head. He’d stopped screaming, and she knew why.


‘Shattered throne, Hazza, my friend, you don’t get any breaks, do you?’


‘That is spectacularly bad phrasing.’


‘I do my best,’ said Naida. ‘Any feeling?’


Around her, the infantry heaved themselves forwards, trying to give her space. The howl of voices strengthened, metal clashed, and shields cast a shadow over the ground where they lay. The Haronic catapults would be winding back with a new area to target, and her people would be ready.


‘It’s all a bit light below the waist.’


‘Thought so. Well, I can confirm you have a below-the-waist still. Feet and everything.’


Hazza smiled. Distracted by her words and her face right above his, he couldn’t sense her hands on his lower abdomen and back, where the flechette had entered his body and sliced into his spine. Allowing herself to move her consciousness into her hands for a flicker, she could feel the cleanness of the break, see the microbes of infection that would threaten a recovery, and the tendrils of his spinal nerve seeking reconnection. She could help with that. But not here; and he must not suffer further trauma.


‘How messed up are they?’


‘No more than normal. The wound is clean, Hazza. I can save you.’


Hazza relaxed, the desperation behind his bravery replaced by hope. Naida took a breath.


‘Right,’ she said, glancing around to assess his escape route. ‘Stretcher! I need this man immobilised and moved with tremendous care.’


The enemy pushed back, her soldiers giving a yard. Medics formed a shield around Naida, keeping careless feet from knocking Hazza’s paralysed body. Naida kept her hands on Hazza’s shoulders, providing comfort as his nervousness grew. The soldier was mired in mud. He’d be difficult to lift onto the stretcher.


‘I need a long shield,’ she said. ‘And sure hands. And some precious time.’


The roar of battle surrounded her and her team. Flay-shot whined. New screams split the air, overlaying the clashing, thudding, growling tumult of battle. But her message got through like it always did. From somewhere, she cared not where, a long wooden shield appeared. It was cracked, nicked and blood-stained, painted with the open maw of a beast from nightmares.


Naida signalled for calm in the chaos. Arrows landed around them, whispering into earth and flesh, knocking into wood and bouncing from steel. She bound Hazza’s legs together with a belt and motioned one of her team to support his head. She stayed at his waist, where the risk lay.


‘Kella, position the shield. On my word, we rock him up, slide the shield under, lay him back down. One movement, gentle, fluid.’


The quiet that descended for Naida when she deployed her Talent was surreal. A bubble in which she had complete concentration and could see everything moving as if slowed in time. She knew why but couldn’t tell anyone. The consequences for her would be dire.


She could sense the movement of a careless infantry boot that was sliding backwards towards Hazza’s legs and diverted it from its dangerous course. She heard the flay-shot and flattened herself over the stricken soldier’s body to protect him. She directed the delicate manoeuvre with such precision no one could recall afterwards quite how she did it. And yet there Hazza was, atop the shield then loaded on to the stretcher, awaiting the word to head to the medical tent.


Job done, Naida let reality flood back. Fresh blood, fresh screams, fresh calls of her name. Ignoring them all, she spoke to the stretcher-bearers.


‘You cannot run, you cannot slip. One sharp jolt and Hazza will never walk again. Gird yourselves. Dawdling to the camp while the flay-shot whines around you will scare you witless. But you’ll make it. I have faith in you and your courage.’ She smiled. ‘And, Kella, in your outrageous good fortune. Go.’


Naida turned back to the battle. Cavalry from their left flank had made a significant break and infantry was pouring into the gap, rushing towards the enemy catapults. Many of them would not be coming back. Arrows thickened the air, catapult arms cranked. She blew out her cheeks.


‘One more,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure our tables can take more than that.’







Chapter 2



Grim work.


Blood slicked the loose-laid wood floor. The surgery stank of urine and excrement and mud. And wood and alcohol and sweat. Sweat. It dripped from every one of Naida’s pores, soaked into her headband and ran down her arms. Every canvas window and door was open to the sultry summer’s afternoon. Still it was stifling. So much suffering humanity, so many medics, so much boiling water.


Fighting echoed from the battlefield, reminding everyone in the surgery of six tables and a dozen prep-beds that they were patching up soldiers just for them to come straight back with another hole or gash or shattered limb. On five tables, surgeons cleaned and sewed the simpler cases, calling on Naida only if they had to. Her table, in the centre of the circle, was surrounded by observers, off-duty surgeons trying to glean some teaching from her deft movements, to absorb her unique understanding of human physiology.


And Naida was exceptional, she allowed herself that. She had dedicated her life to understanding how the human body worked, with the express purpose of saving lives others thought unsavable. So here she was, hands deep in Hazza’s back, her mind open, using her Talent to examine his wound, knowing that none of those crowded around her could ever hope to see the tendrils of the lumbar nerves that she would soon rejoin to allow him to walk again.


So, whenever she narrated her surgery, her direction was necessarily threaded with lies. Lies to save her life, while she used the Talent within her to save the lives of others. There were rumours, naturally. Naida even encouraged them, played up to them, in the knowledge it was the surest way to puncture them.


Hazza’s breathing was regular, his pulse strong, unconscious under the ministrations of dwale, a draft of mandragora, resentha petals and opium. Naida plucked tiny threads of cloth from the wound with delicate tweezers, signalling for hot sponges to clean the deep slash that ran from his right hip and across his lumbar spine. Sometimes lying to the victim was the best short-term strategy. This was a ragged wound, despite what she’d told him, and had she not been there it would have been mortal.


‘Now the wound is clean, I can redress the area surrounding the discs, clearing a path to allow the severed nerve to reconnect. He must be still for the healing to take place.’


The lie was an easy one. Scalpel in one hand, Naida eased a string of flesh aside and laid her free hand atop the soldier’s spine, tendrils of warmth running from her thumb and forefinger to the trailing ends of the nerve. And while she made a play of easing Hazza’s insides back into some form of order within the wound, she gently brought thumb and forefinger together. His body was deeply enough anaesthetised that his lower body didn’t react, but the energy flow was complete, or complete enough, once again.


‘It’s the best that can be done. And so, we move into the hope phase.’ Naida smiled and signalled for needle and thread. ‘This will be quite a scar.’


‘Dammit!’ The exclamation from Sennoch, one of her surgeons at another table, held fear. ‘Naida! Quickly, the bleeding …’


Naida pointed at Hazza. ‘Sew him up, Kella. Make him beautiful.’


She moved quickly to the next table where she could see blood surging from the stomach cavity of a soldier who’d come in with an arrow deep in her gut.


‘Pressure on the rupture,’ she said. ‘How?’


‘Removing the head,’ said Sennoch. ‘Must have nicked something on the way out.’


‘Or the head had pierced deeper than you thought.’ She looked into the wound and tried not to react, choosing another gentle lie instead. ‘It’s not as bad as you think, Sennoch. Plenty of blood in all this intestinal nonsense just waiting an opportunity to get out.’


Naida felt the surgeon relax. She picked up a steel-faced wooden clamp, leaned in to fit it while placing her palm over the cut intestine and feeding her essence into the damage, allowing the clamp to snick shut just as her true work was done and the blood-flow lessened almost to nought.


‘Clean the wound, then clean it again. Infection is death, we all know that.’ Naida laid a hand on the surgeon’s forearm. ‘This is no fault on you, Sennoch. Next time let the blood-flow show you where you need to apply the fix. You have more time than you think.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Thank you. This soldier’s life was saved because you called, and it is the saving that matters, not the manner of it.’


‘Ever and so,’ said Sennoch.


Naida looked around the tables. More would come to fill them. The fighting would go on until dusk and maybe beyond if either side felt they could press for victory. She toured the triage beds, assessing the work to come. Nothing here right now demanded her attention. Conventional means would suffice.


‘I’ll be in my tent if you need me,’ she said. ‘Recharging for the next wave.’


A few muted laughs saw her out into the fresh air and Naida’s first lungful felt like a cascade of cleansing cold water through her body, flushing away the sharp taint of blood and the stenches of effluence and pain. She pushed a bloody hand through her hair, reminded herself she had to bathe sometime and walked slowly to her pavilion, which was pitched very close to the surgery. Too close when she craved a long, idle walk.


Oh, for one of those. Naida smiled to herself and gazed across the sprawling camp beneath the clear sky, its flags and banners snapping in the occasional gust of wind. The generals’ pavilions were a little further up the rise, sheltered from the breeze that carried the powerful smells of livestock and horses. She always thought it a shame that so many soldiers chose to burn dung rather than seek wood. It rather tainted the food.


At the entrance to her pavilion – the lordly style of tent made more humble by being pitched among the people she was trying to save – Naida stopped at the sound of a roar rolling down from the battlefield. Every head turned towards the noise.


‘I hope that’s us,’ she said to the sky before pushing the flap aside and walking into her tiny square of calm, knowing she might be called out again before she’d slept a wink.


Inside, it was a sparse affair. A cot and mattress boasting a tangled sheet and rough blanket; a desk covered in papers; a rack for hanging her very few clothes; a battered trunk of possessions and three chairs arranged around an unmade fire pit. Some old rugs covered about half the dirt floor, and a single decorative tapestry hung behind her bed.


Home.


Naida thought to head over to the cook fires for some hot water for tea, but instead sat at the desk, poured a mug of water from the jug, and stared at her papers. Requests for more staff, mostly refused; requests for equipment, mostly refused; standing orders, meetings and agendas. It was all so many random ink squiggles right now.


Naida blew a thin stream of air through her lips. It had been a day and a night since she’d last lain on her tangle of a bed. Not a good state for a surgeon. She drained her water, stood and shook out her bedclothes, pulled off her boots and lay down.


‘You are Naida,’ she whispered. ‘Never forget that.’


Every night, she had to remind herself or fear speaking in her sleep and betraying herself. Because she wasn’t Naida. She was the most hunted woman in Suurken. The only daughter of genocidal monsters. An Esselrode. Too terrified to use her Talent for years because they were looking for a Gifted girl her age, and later, a Gifted woman her age.


And now, after years hiding in the army, she couldn’t admit her gift to anyone. The psychological barrier was unscalable, the risk that a careless word would bring her enemies to her door was too great. Every morning she awoke afraid, only able to quash her fears when she knew she was Naida for another day.


She dredged herself from the chains of sleep, eyes opening to her lantern-lit desk. Fruit and bread sat on a plate next to the light, along with a covered bowl of what she guessed would be soup, almost certainly long-cold. The camp was quiet but for the flap of tent canvas in the breeze, the chatter of guards on patrol and the occasional cry or moan from the infirmary. The distant crackle of a fire.


Shattered throne, she’d slept through the army’s return.


Naida raised herself on arms heavy with the memory of rest. Her pavilion had been tidied, her spare blanket folded at the end of her cot and her clothes rehung or laid out for her. She smiled knowing who had visited. She swung her legs over the edge of the cot and stood carefully, trying to work out how long she’d slept.


The answer was on a note left on her desk beneath her rearing-horse paperweight. She recognised the delicate handwriting:


The day was neither won nor lost. We thought to wake you but Sennoch organised battlefield teams and triage. All who survived into surgery still live. Today was a good day. Fresh clothes for tomorrow are laid out for you, as is the dress outfit for your evening being bored to death by our esteemed commander and whichever crusty old soldier is coming to pin another medal on you. Do you have space on your chest for one more?


I’ll wake you at dawn. Go back to bed, I know you’re reading this in the middle of the night.


As ever yours, my love,


Drevien.


Naida chuckled. Just for a moment, she considered undressing and going back to bed, but there were rounds to be made. She stepped outside, where Drevien was waiting.


‘It’s almost like I know you,’ said Drevien. Three red stripes on her sand-coloured overalls indicated her rank: an infirmary shift sergeant, known as a ‘wardlord’. The overalls were covered in stains, not limited to the blood and vomit of her patients.


‘It’s almost like you’re making a blatantly obvious point with your filthy rags.’


‘You need rest,’ said Drevien.


‘I need to keep my patients alive.’


‘I’m going to carve that on the plinth of your statue, right after I’ve polished the heroic glint in your eyes to a blinding dazzle.’


Naida kissed her. ‘Thank you for caring.’


‘Someone’s got to.’ Drevien wrinkled her nose at her. ‘Come on, let’s go see all the sleeping people. Then you can return to bed satisfied you’ve discharged your stupid-hour-of-the-night duties that are already covered by the night-shift organisation you signed off three days ago.’


‘You know, I’m in charge here and that is definitely insubordination,’ said Naida. Drevien looked around her while turning full circle. ‘What are you doing?’


‘Looking for someone who cares.’


Naida burst out laughing, turning the heads of guards and groups of reserves congregated round the nearby dung fires. She waved an apology.


On the hot night, the infirmary tent doors were tied aside and the tent skirt was brailed up. Lighting was low and soft, and the stoves keeping the water hot had been moved outside. Naida toured every bed, noting and reducing fevers with a gentle touch to the brow; checking dressings and requesting changes where she could sense infection gathering. She spoke softly to any who could not sleep, or who had been woken for medication.


Drevien followed her. ‘They believe you’ll make them better while they sleep.’


‘Belief is infectious, we could do with an epidemic of it.’


Naida paused by Hazza and fetched a pin from the dressings kit on her belt. She moved the light sheet from his feet and pushed the pin gently into his left big toe pad. One eye opened and he regarded her, his mouth turned up in a wry smile.


‘I am awake, you know.’


‘What on earth for?’ asked Naida.


‘When you think you’ll never be able to feel your feet or stand on your own two legs again, and some miracle-worker turns your darkness into light, sleep seems such a waste.’


‘All I did was create the conditions. Your body did all the heavy lifting.’


There were tears in Hazza’s eyes. The weathered, scarred face that had seen more campaigns than Naida had seen patients, was flushed in embarrassment.


‘Sorry,’ he said, clearing his throat, voice gruff.


She patted his foot. ‘What for? You thought you were done. Turns out you’re not. If it was me, I’d be drowning in a lake of my own tears.’


‘Thank you,’ he said, swallowing and smiling while the tears rolled down his cheeks. ‘It is a pretty good feeling.’


Naida clasped his proffered hand. ‘Well, don’t get ideas about strapping your leather back on just yet. You’ve a journey ahead before you can fight again.’


‘Aye, but I’ll be able to walk into the arms of my family. It’s all that matters.’


Naida’s heart missed a beat. She knew she was beaming. Her mind clutched the joy she felt, holding it tight to her. But it would slip from her grasp when new blood was spilled, like it always did.


‘Please don’t fight again.’


‘You know I can’t do that,’ said Hazza.


Naida shrugged. ‘Never hurts to ask. Right, I can go back to bed now.’


Drevien was beside her again. ‘I’ll confess this was probably worth your while.’


‘How gracious of you.’


‘Come on, I’ll tuck you in.’


‘You could stay.’


‘I’m on shift and you would be terrible company.’


They kissed and Naida held Drevien’s embrace allowing the weariness to settle on her, though her mind was ablaze with Hazza’s words, and where they would sit in the pantheon of justifications for everything she did and why … how … she did it.


By the time she reached her cot, sleep all but owned her and she needed Drevien’s help to strip off her boots, shirt and trousers. Her tent was hot despite every opening being pinned back, and the air was still, carrying each sound as sharp as the moment it was made. She summoned up the energy to drag Drevien into a final tender kiss.


‘Thank you,’ she said.


‘It’s what I’m here for, my love,’ said Drevien. ‘Now, please, will you rest.’


Naida just about had the awareness to consider these were terrible conditions for sleep before her eyes slammed shut.







Chapter 3



Naida broke her fast with Drevien, a meal of rye bread, fruit and nettle tea eaten quickly to the sounds of an army on the move and the thundering of hooves. Skirmishes had already started, with clashes from before dawn, but the battle orders left on Naida’s desk in the early hours noted a change of tactics, to break what was in danger of becoming a messy stalemate.


There was to be no pause, the change was immediate. The medics were going to be busy. While Drevien trotted off to check the triage wagons and brief the stretcher teams and battlefield medics on their new plans, Naida sought out her veterinary peer. She found him at the forward quartermaster’s stores, arguing for more gear.


‘… are expected to run around behind the infantry lines, right in front of enemy archers, moving injured – and therefore slow – horses, and you think we don’t need either helm on our head, nor shield strapped to our back?’


‘You bloody fetlock-massagers are all alike. You know full well, Elmridge, that my stocks of armour are near zero and that everyone who joins this army provides their own armour and weapons.’ Master Gorvan, a veteran of every sob-story ever conceived, regarded Elmridge with a painful absence of sympathy. ‘All I do is replace damaged stuff, which I can send to my smithy for repair and return to my stores.’


Elmridge, a tall strong man with the deftest of touch with animals, stared straight back. ‘So I should take the armour from the dead, to trade with you?’


‘Or to wear, if it fits,’ said Gorvan. ‘Either is better than turning up here expecting something for nothing. My advice is to stand in the lee of your crippled nags while you lead them from the field.’


‘When I need advice on battlefield safety from a man who hasn’t set foot on one for twenty years, I’ll come right to your cook fire.’


‘You’re getting nothing from me. I don’t have the stock.’


‘If I die today, do me the decency of feeling you played a part in my demise.’


‘I shall sing a lament over your rotting corpse, Elmridge.’


Naida had listened as long as she could. Horns had sounded. The enemy had begun their full approach. Suurkene soldiers and riders ran or rode to muster points. Orders fought to be heard.


‘Luckily your singing is enough to return the dead to life, Gorvan,’ she said.


‘Lady Naida, is there anything I can give you? I need nothing in return.’ Gorvan’s wink was as theatrical as his grin was wide.


‘I have everything I need,’ said Naida, turning to Elmridge. ‘We need to talk.’


‘Yes, save me from this cruellest of men who would see my body a pincushion merely to hear the groan of his shelves beneath the weight of his stocks.’


‘Ale tonight?’ asked Gorvan.


‘Wouldn’t miss it,’ said Elmridge. He gestured towards the battlefield. ‘Shall we talk as we walk?’


Naida led the way out of the stores and back towards the infirmary where her team were assembled and wagons, with oxen in their traces, vibrated to the trembling of the ground beneath them.


‘Will it work?’ asked Naida, waving the note from her desk in front of him. Elmridge was a keen student of battlefield tactics, particularly the actions of cavalry, and was often invited to tactical debates as an expert contributor.


‘It stands a chance,’ said Elmridge. ‘But casualties will be high in the early thrusts. We’ll know quickly if we can press any advantage, and from there a rout of the enemy is likely. We have to be aware of the risks to ourselves, particularly in the first contacts.’


‘Agreed,’ said Naida. ‘Things I need you to do: don’t try moving horses you know you can’t save. They can shield my people. I’m bringing the wagons into the thick of it, and we’ve armoured the oxen as best we can. They can protect your people too. Walking injured can stay safe by the horses you are taking. Use anything you need, we have plenty.’


‘Good for you.’ He was a little short.


‘Being me has its advantages.’


Elmridge smiled. ‘Good for you.’


‘What do you think?’


‘I think when we work together more lives are saved.’


‘Are you at this dinner tonight?’ asked Naida.


‘Survival-permitting.’


‘Such optimism.’


‘There’s a strong case for not surviving, as a valid tactic for avoiding the dinner,’ said Elmridge.


‘You will stop me falling asleep in my soup, won’t you?’


‘Not a chance.’


The battlefield energy was intense. The usual raids from either side had come to nought and bodies were being displayed, disfigured and dismembered. But today, the air smelled different. Decisive. Naida could feel it in the thrill running through the infantry that passed her, and in the cavalry she was to shadow on the left flank.


The risks were high, the rewards of victory higher in the lives that would be saved and the strategic ground that would be gained, the diminution of enemy machines and the major step towards the ultimate goal: peace through war.


Just as the Queen desired. She who wanted, above all things, long-lasting security for the people of Suurken. The warrior queen who fought to hang up her armour and announce peace for all time. But to achieve it there must be war and there must be bloodshed.


So went the speeches from the sergeants-at-arms, the cavalry captains and the archer commanders. So spoke the words in Naida’s head. Words that might as well have been tattooed on every chest.


Moving on the left flank, past the archer lines, she looked towards the rear of the gathering infantry where the preamble of a day’s fighting – taunting, threats, shield thumping and chanting – was well underway. But today it had a different purpose: normality as distraction. The calculations had been made and the dice were about to be thrown. Late attacks on the Haronic cavalry yesterday had proved profitable. Intelligence had backed up one of their theories with hard facts: their foe didn’t have the horses, or riders, in great enough numbers.


That news had provoked the bold, risky change in tactics, knowing that its failure would leave them woefully exposed and facing a hurried retreat to the border, four days’ fast march to the north. That contingency had not been ignored. Civilians in the camp were making critical preparations for such a retreat, hoping they would be a waste of time.


The move was never going to be perfect. There had been no training or rehearsal for this, just a terse briefing at muster and sketches scratched in the dirt. But when the horns sounded, the army was together enough to take the enemy completely by surprise.


Infantry lines rushed in to engage Haronic swords. The cavalry swept by on both flanks, driving headlong towards the still-assembling ranks of enemy archers, some with half-strung bows. Every reserve rider moved to protect the infantry. Archers raced across the divide to the back of the infantry lines, splitting left and right and ready to loose at enemy cavalry.


Before the Suurkene cavalry reached the Haronic archers, some of the enemy dropped their bows to grab swords. Too few kept their heads and aimed at the wide target area that horseflesh presented. But even they could only nock and loose twice before the first Suurkene cavalry breached their fracturing lines, hurdling their fallen on the way.


Haronic cavalry, uncertain who to attack, split up. Some rode at the Suurkene defensive reserve, only to find themselves under archer attack. The majority turned their attentions to the Suurkene cavalry, exactly as expected. Haronic infantry peeled off from the back of their lines to defend them. Suurkene infantry pressed hard, seeking a critical break. Everywhere, the pressure intensified.


Naida trotted along beside a wooden-roofed carriage pulled by a pair of oxen whose harnesses were hung with thick leather armour. Her team ran with her, and alongside them were animal physicians. Eight carts in all moved over the pitted ground and into the deliberate confusion in which only one side had a plan.


Haronic archers had run and regrouped but clean targets were scarce. The bulk of the Suurkene cavalry had driven straight through the archer lines. Hundreds of bodies lay among broken bows and downed horses and riders. Reserve Haronic forces were trying to stop the cavalry reaching the catapults, which still launched flay-shot into Suurkene territory.


Sucked into the excitement and energy of the attack, Naida ran ahead of the oxen. She felt the breeze of an arrow flashing in front of her nose and heard the wind through its fletching as she gasped and ducked down. More arrows thudded into the wagon and the oxen’s leather flank armour.


Kella moved to her shoulder. ‘Only you could be that lucky.’


‘Stupid,’ said Naida, ‘stupid.’


Naida fought against the shock that threatened to settle on her. So many times, arrows, swords, catapult rounds … whatever the weapon … had missed her by a hair or been blocked by a defender. But every previous time she had been on the ground, trying to save a life.


Her head filled with visions of lying in the mud, blood dribbling from an arrow shaft jutting from her temple. Unable to help those she had pledged to save, instead sprawled face down, helpless just like them, tortured by screams and pain that she could not soothe.


A detachment of reserve cavalry galloped across the front of the cart and ploughed into a group of Haronic infantry heading in to attack the medical teams. Naida shook herself back to focus and ordered the cart to stop. Three others stopped in her wake.


‘Get in under shield cover and bring casualties behind fallen horses when you can. Triage on site, stretcher to the lee of the wagons, and help the horse docs if you can.’


Sacks retrieved from the back of the wagon, Naida and Kella headed for the aftermath of the brief and brutal collision between cavalry and enemy archers. Shield bearers ran in front of them, though the threat from arrows had diminished almost to nothing.


Cavalry had broken through to the enemy infantry, spearmen and archers defending the catapults, and had run into significant resistance. They needed infantry support themselves, but the lines were still engaged with no real sign of the enemy fracturing. There was one thing that could swing it, though, and she hoped the battlefield commanders could see it.


Naida slid to the ground by a dead horse. Its rider had been thrown a short distance. Bone was visible through his trousers and blood slicked his face and hands. He was staring at the wound, his body trembling, the adrenaline flooding him which, combined with the shock, allowed him to try to push the bone back into his mangled leg.


‘What’s your name?’ Naida asked, motioning Kella to get the dwale shaken up. The cavalryman was staring at her, through her. ‘Name? Give me your name.’


‘If I can just push the bone back in, I can mount up again.’


‘Maybe you should leave that to me,’ said Naida, sharing an anxious glance with Kella. ‘Tell me your name.’


Naida needed him to focus. He was lost in his shock, his body numbing his pain, his mind churning out solutions to keep his consciousness from recognising reality. But none of it would last if the thrashing agony came. It would render him untreatable until the horror rendered him unconscious.


‘I was fine a moment ago. I’m not sure how this happened.’


‘Name,’ said Naida, gently. ‘You remember that, don’t you?’


A great roar erupted behind her. Suurkene infantry bullied through a break in the line that turned quickly to a tear, then a full-blown rout. Enemy infantry scattered, and what remained of their cavalry tried to make room for their foot soldiers to get behind the catapults, only to run into Suurkene riders mopping up every mote of resistance in front of the artillery.


Unable to move their machines, many crews abandoned their posts, leaving those with greater courage to try to protect what was left of their forces. It was a desperate move. Attempting to force a pause in the Suurkene advance, they shortened their arcs and flay-shot whined into the melee, cutting down friend and foe indiscriminately.


Suurkene cavalry gathered and charged at the catapult line. It would all be over soon.


‘Per Daniel,’ the soldier said slowly.


‘Per, I need you to lie back.’ Per’s eyes began to focus on Naida, reality was about to make an unwelcome intrusion into his life. Naida gestured Kella to bring the dwale. ‘But drink this first. It’s good stuff.’


Per’s eyes spilled over with tears and Naida saw the pain begin to take him. He grasped Kella’s hands and drained the cup in a single swallow.


‘Please make it stop,’ he said, voice a whimper, face dragging down to a scream.


Naida moved closer. ‘I will fix you. Sleep now.’


Per sank towards unconsciousness and the scream faded on his lips. Kella was there to lie him back as Naida looked at his leg. It would need straightening before he could be moved.


‘Can you really fix that?’ asked Kella.


‘Guess we’ll find out. I can save his life. His leg … is not so clear.’


Across the field, physicians and medics bent to their tasks. Stretchers moved in the shadow of injured horses. Oxen and their wagons moved among the dead and wounded. Medic teams buzzed around them, workers to their queens.


The Haronics were broken, routed. Artillery had been captured in great numbers. The same could not be said for those who threw down their arms in surrender, though they must have known what was coming to them. It was, and ever had been, the Suurkene way, to leave a message on every battlefield. Naida hated the slaughter, and at the same time she understood it. And when she was being practical, just as there were limits to the number of people she could treat, there were limits to the number of prisoners Suurken could manage.


Naida stayed away from the celebrations for as long as she could. The formal dinner to fete some crusty old general – probably that terminally dull old letch, Grastin – had turned into a party she wasn’t sure anyone had really anticipated. The scale of the victory, the swiftness with which their change in tactics had won the day, had the camp floating on a cloud of disbelieving euphoria from which it showed no signs of descending. It was a strange, almost hallucinatory experience, and it made Naida uncomfortable.


The price of celebration was a massacre of people very few of whom, if given the choice, would have been there in the first place.


So Naida stayed in the infirmary, tending her patients long after her skills were needed and far beyond the point where her rudeness could be excused. Whatever.


Eventually, Drevien cleared her throat often enough to irritate her into changing into her dress uniform. It was a stupid, scratchy, uncomfortable affair that had about as much to do with being a surgeon as did a hat with feathers. And it had a hat with feathers.


The trousers ended at mid-calf, leaving bare skin down to her ankles, which were covered by boots. This was to ‘remind the surgeon that they too are flesh’. The shirt, with its ridiculous starched collar that dug into her neck, had sleeves that ended just below the elbow ‘to remind the surgeon that their hands are their greatest, most delicate tool’. She had always refused to wear the costume gloves. They were beyond embarrassing.


Around her neck hung a chain adorned with a ceremonial scalpel pendant, the only actual indicator of her role in the whole farcical ensemble. The jacket was a cutaway, cavalry-style affair, deep green with shoulder braids and all; reasonably stylish and with no attendant explanation for its design.


‘I look like a stork on the verge of rigor mortis,’ said Naida. ‘How long before I suffocate, do you think?’


‘How long before you starve might be more pertinent,’ said Drevien, barely trying to suppress her smirk.


Naida held her head high to try to mitigate the irritation caused by her collar. Drevien was right. How she would eat, when she wasn’t sure she could look down at her plate, was a fascination for later.


‘Can’t I just wear the old one?’


Drevien raised her eyebrows. ‘Remember the day you were treating that surprisingly large anal boil?’


‘Oh.’


‘Be on your way.’


‘I could do with you next to me,’ said Naida, cupping Drevien’s face with her hands.


‘Uh-uh.’


‘You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’


Drevien kissed her forehead. ‘Yep. And the duty sergeant-at-arms is waiting outside. Still.’


‘Shame. Thought he’d have collapsed with boredom by now and I could escape the crippling embarrassment of being introduced.’


‘An order is an order, Naida!’ called the sergeant-at-arms. It was Willan, and Naida smiled. ‘Anyway, it’s a lovely night.’


Naida scratched at her head. Drevien approached her with the feathered hat.


‘You’re taking the stork thing too far now,’ said Naida, then raised her voice. ‘Hey, Willan, do I have to wear the hat?’


‘It’s not strict etiquette but it is a military expectation for senior ranks to behat.’


‘I don’t do … “behat”? Did you make that up, Will?’


‘No idea.’


Naida wafted a hand at Drevien. ‘I don’t do etiquette expectations, or behatting for that matter.’


With a florid bow to Drevien that ended in a wince as her collar jabbed into her neck just behind her lower jaw, she cast her tent door aside in as grand a manner as possible and strode into the humid, alcohol-scented evening.


‘Take me to my doom, fair Willan,’ she said.


Playing his part, Willan offered her his arm and the two walked through the camp to whistles and applause. Plenty of drinks were offered, all refused. It had been a long time since Naida had tasted wine, spirits or ale. Patients didn’t appreciate hungover surgeons attempting delicate surgery.


‘They love you,’ said Willan. ‘We all do.’


Naida glanced across at her friend of a decade and more. He had taken her under his wing when she had first walked into a battlefield camp and had been her protector and occasional unarmed combat trainer ever since. Naida would have been lost without him.


The bald veteran was so proud to be escorting her across the camp to the hill. His habitually round-shouldered, reluctant-looking shamble had been replaced by a straight-backed, chin-jutting style. No wonder he hadn’t wandered away while she was procrastinating.


‘They love the fact I keep them alive when they should die. It’s cupboard love, if you ask me.’


‘You misunderstand them, then. The devotion is real. Yes, you keep them alive … shattered throne, I can point to scars of my own that mean I still breathe the air, rather than being bones in the earth. But you give them the courage to fight, the belief in life after battle. You’re a saviour who looks after them all.’


Naida squirmed a little, though she’d heard it before. ‘You know, quite a lot of them still die.’


‘Yes … but it’s those who walk from the ward who write the story.’


‘It’s all a myth.’


Willan smiled. ‘It isn’t, though, is it? You’re special. Enjoy it.’


Naida laughed. ‘All right, all right! Now stop talking about it.’


The stroll through the camp was a journey through the heady mixture of relief, joy and that most precious of things: the knowledge that a new dawn would rise without an awaiting enemy. The singing was mostly awful but occasionally quite beautiful. The inevitable drunk wrestling contests were as chaotic as they were likely to lengthen her list of patients in the morning. And the cooking smells from stew and spit were many and alluring. Naida was starving.


Sudden cruel laughter and harsh words at odds with the mood of the camp grabbed Naida’s attention. She glanced to her left and was marching towards the source before Willan could offer a warning. Having passed two cook fires where celebrations were at their raucous best, and where she smiled away invitations to stay awhile, she knew with sick certainty where the laughter was directed.


A small cluster of tents surrounded a single fire a little apart from the rest of the camp. Walking into the firelight she saw the drunk soldiers, one urinating on the door of a tent, one slapping the canvas, another daubing crude symbols on it.


‘Come on out! Join the party. Show us tricks, oh Touched mistress.’


‘Yeah … we cut you, you heal yourself … good old-fashioned magic show for a party night!’


Naida strode into their midst, seeing their faces flushed with drink and the scent of the hunt.


‘Put it away, soldier,’ she snapped, a single disdainful glance at the soldier’s cock enough to shame him into pushing the dribbling member into his trousers.


‘Sorry, Lady Naida … I’m sorry.’


The three of them backed off as Willan came to her side, the firelight adding a hard edge to his anger. Naida glanced at the tent, saw the tree root and branch drawings on it – old religious symbols, designed to scare those within. She stared back at the soldiers and they withered in front of her.


‘Forris, isn’t it?’ she said, pointing at the one with the dark stain on his trousers and a long scar from ear to collar bone.


‘Yes, Lady Naida.’


‘Flay-shot. Glancing blow or you’d have had no head. I remember.’


‘Thank you for saving me,’ he said.


Naida shrugged. He wouldn’t meet her eye.


‘I just stitched you up. The infection was brutal though. Your screams … remember those? Myra … she has a name … Gifted Myra in this tent stopped the infection. You owe her your life.’


Forris stared at his feet, embarrassed and angry. His friends, relieved the fire was not beneath their feet, looked anywhere else but at him.


‘Nothing to say, boy?’ Willan moved up a pace. ‘You will look at your superior officer when addressed.’


Forris looked. ‘It’s not right, sir, what they do.’


‘Which bit? Saving your life or not coming out to get soaked in your piss?’


‘I—’


Willan put a finger on his sternum. ‘Best you say nothing more. Any of you. Get back to your tents and do not move. I will deal with you later. And should I hear of any more abuse of the Gifted, I’ll have the skin from your back. Understand me?’


‘Yes, sir.’


Naida watched them go, seeing the hate in the set of their bodies, feeling it rising from them.


‘Thank you, Will.’


‘It’s a little worse every day,’ he said. ‘What was once muttered quietly is now out in the open.’


‘I don’t understand it. You army lot don’t help much, though. Old traditions die hard on the battlefield.’ She feathered the tent canvas. ‘You all right, Myra?’


‘Fine.’


‘I can—’


‘I’m fine, Naida. Just … let me be alone.’


‘Of course,’ said Naida, wanting nothing more than to go inside and stay until Myra’s fear subsided, knowing that every time anti-Gifted sentiment reared its head, the seeds had been planted by the genocidal crime for which her parents had been executed a decade and a half ago. A crime that it was said they had used their Talent to perpetrate.


It was the same reason she would be hiding the fact she was of the Gifted for the rest of her life since her parents’ accusers further claimed it must be in her blood too. And if she didn’t hide her Talent forever, if it came out that she was Gifted after all, someone would recognise her. Someone would say.


‘Come on, let’s get you to your dinner,’ said Will.


They began walking again. Naida smiled, perhaps it would be a welcome distraction after all.


‘What’s on the dinner table for the likes of me, then?’


‘Fruit, small birds and fish, I heard. In delicate and exciting combinations.’


Naida wrinkled her nose. ‘Can we stop off for some soup and bread somewhere?’


Willan pulled her back on course with a pinch of her arm.


‘No. Any later and the knives might be out for you.’


‘I can take it,’ said Naida.


‘Stop it,’ said Willan, his admonishment apologetic. ‘We’ve been spotted, anyway.’


He tipped his head at the grand command pavilion around which the senior military’s capacious pavilions were pitched. Torches lined a hastily brushed and weeded avenue, and guards in dress uniform flanked the canvas portico – at the edge of which stood Elmridge, who hurried down the shallow slope of the hill when he saw them.


‘Where have you been?’ His face was a battleground between irritable and envious expressions. ‘I’m the only person in the room that doesn’t look like some sort of preening bird doing a mating display.’


‘Naida claims she looks like a stork,’ said Willan.


Naida gestured at her collar. Elmridge wrinkled his nose.


‘Amateur stuff. You should see what’s being preened inside.’


‘I did have a feathery hat.’


‘You still aren’t going to compete,’ said Elmridge.


‘You and me against the birds,’ said Naida. ‘Willan, shall we?’


‘This is where I take my leave,’ said Willan. ‘Don’t forget it’s self-defence training tomorrow.’


‘Don’t I get a day off since we won today?’


‘There’s always another enemy lying in wait,’ said Willan.


Naida kissed his cheek. ‘I’ll be there.’


Willan blushed, saluted and withdrew. Naida and Elmridge walked up the torchlit avenue, acknowledged the guards and went into the grand command pavilion. She was announced by the Master of Ceremonies, and every head turned to see her.


Naida’s gaze caught that of the guest of honour, Lord Marshal Yavin Ludeney, and by the merest raising of his eyebrows in recognition, she was completely undone.







Chapter 4



How she managed to walk further into the pavilion was a mystery because she couldn’t feel her legs at all. She gripped Elmridge’s arm and the vet smiled at the perceived honour bestowed on him.


Naida felt clammy and cold. She was sweating far more than the heat within the pavilion should prompt, and she had to blink rapidly to stop her vision fogging. Only long years of unconscious control stopped her from trembling but she could do nothing about the clamour in her head, the shrill volume of every sound, or the knowing, repulsed expressions she imagined she could see on every face turned her way. Her mind crammed with the knowledge that every preparation she had made for a day like this was worthless; she was a rabbit in a noose.


An orderly walked by with a tray of drinks and she clutched a goblet of water with her free hand, needing something, anything, to distract herself from the magnitude of the catastrophe that would at any moment engulf her. Here, in an atmosphere of entitlement and celebration, among senior military leaders, captains of cavalry and infantry and the Lord Marshal’s entourage, she was about to be unmasked. Exposed for who, and what, she really was.


Naida responded to questions, apologised to the Commander-in-Chief for her late arrival, acknowledged those who thanked her for her service and courage, waved away trays of delicacies – the very scent of which was driving a tidal wave of nausea – and even smiled in most of the right places.


Elmridge noticed, though, and his aura of reflected glory became a brittle smile masking his concern. While the army players strummed and blew reasonable approximations of stirring classics, Elmridge moved Naida away from the centre of the room and the well-meaning but ceaseless attention being shown to her.


Near the tables where they would be called to sit in a carefully curated plan, he found a feeble breeze struggling through the sewn panels of pavilion canvas. To Naida, it was like a winter gale blowing across the hot sands of Cantabria.


Why had she not yet been denounced? The Lord Marshal might have been enjoying her suffering or awaiting a more apposite moment. They were, after all, to be seated together at dinner. Never would a circumstance be closer to perfect.


‘What’s up?’ asked Elmridge.


‘Heat and fatigue,’ said Naida, far too quickly.


‘Must I remind you how long we’ve been friends?’ Naida felt the fog thin for the briefest of moments. Elmridge cocked his head like one of his soppier dogs. ‘I mean, you look like you’re about to vomit up your lungs or collapse into an invertebrate heap. I just can’t make up my mind which.’


‘You and I might be friends. The Lord Marshal and I are not.’ Naida’s heart felt constricted. ‘I hadn’t thought to see him again.’


Exactly like the first time, his merest glance had rendered her all but helpless; lost in panic. The first time, she had been a child of fourteen and his face, his blank-like-it-was-dead face, had scared her so deeply she had never completely recovered. Their eyes had locked, just like today, and he had recognised her. He had pointed at her, his words obscured by distance and a pane of glass, and his soldiers had begun to run.


They hadn’t caught her that time. She had escaped with the scent of burning strong in the air, and the screams of the dying crushing her innocence like stone dropped on spring blossom.


And now the sacrifice of so many good people was wasted because evil fate had delivered her straight to him and all that she had done to hide her true identity had been for nothing.


It was easy enough to choke back the desire to shed a tear, and her terror faded to be replaced by sadness, knowing that for all the good she had done, all the lives she had saved, the stain of the past would damn her just the same.


Elmridge was staring at her and must have seen her expression change with every thought crossing her desolate mind. In the grand pavilion where seventy would sit for dinner, where the banter ebbed and flowed, and where the orderlies swam through the shifting knots of the officers with trays of food and drink, Elmridge stood sentry against the many who would speak to Naida.


She loved him for it and pitied him for the moment when he discovered what she was – and what he had befriended and empowered over many years. He had been a true friend. The betrayal he would feel made her want to weep.


‘He must have done something pretty awful to inspire this sort of reaction. Care to elucidate?’


Naida shook her head. ‘It was a family squabble and the people with the power can do harm to those with less.’


‘I’m sorry. Perhaps you should withdraw? I can cover for you, tell them you’re unwell.’


Naida squeezed his hand. ‘I won’t ask you to lie for me. And honestly, though your offer is tempting and so warm-hearted, I fear it won’t make any difference. Better to face him, get it done.’


‘You think he’ll resurrect an old argument?’


‘I think it’s inevitable,’ said Naida.


‘If he’s an arse, let me know. I’ve got some really effective horse laxatives.’


Naida snorted and momentarily felt a lightness of mood but then the gong sounded for dinner. Naida clung to her self-control and took her seat in the centre of the horseshoe of tables. Entertainment and speeches would be performed in the round once dinner was complete.


The Lord Marshal moved to his seat last, nodding to the assembled company. Naida breathed in expensive scent, freshly laundered woollens and delicately oiled leather. He was an impressive man, always had been. Tall, as upright as if steel ran through his spine. His hair, swept back from a high and noble brow and gathered in a wide tail that reached the middle of his back, was arranged with enormous care. Not a wisp dared stray.


His face was lined and considered, suiting his gravitas. A thin nose, vanishingly thin lips and a chin chiselled to a point. A theatrical villain’s mask made flesh.


His arrival managed to relax the assembled company while terrifying Naida. But then, she knew what his capture of her parents had led to and that he would have visited the same horror on her fourteen-year-old mind and body if he had snared her too. In a moment that lasted forever, his first order was to raise a toast. While orderlies scurried to charge every glass with an expensive white wine, he stood.


‘As happy as I am to have been present on a day of stunning victory, I am happier still to be able to meet, and to raise a toast, to someone I can only describe as a living legend, horrible cliché though that is.’


Appreciative laughter.


‘And she will say she is part of a team, but we all know that without her leadership, her selfless courage, her incredible … her unique … skill, so many of those celebrating our victory tonight would be ashes in the wind. So, it is with the greatest pleasure that I invite you to stand and raise your glass to Naida Erivayne, first among healers.’


The scraping of chairs, the gathering and raising of glasses, and the intoning of, ‘Naida. May she long walk among us,’ stretched beyond forever. Naida managed to look both thankful and embarrassed, she thought, though her overriding desire was to remain conscious while her heart rate soared and heat crowded her head, threatening to rob her of control.


‘Naida’s exploits and abilities have been recognised at the very highest level,’ said Ludeney into the lull following the toast. ‘There is only one way to properly honour such extraordinary service to the great nation of Suurken. And thus, it is my unending and very personal pleasure to announce that Naida will travel to Suranhom and the Palace of Endless Spires to take her rightful position as the head of the royal medical service and personal physician to Queen Eva Rekalvian. My congratulations, Naida.’


Naida pulled herself to her feet to meet the explosion of noise that greeted Ludeney’s announcement. She gripped the edge of the table, trying to smile while all around her, fists thumped down, glasses were raised and drained, and cheers and applause beat at her ears. Tears spilled onto her cheeks.


Ludeney put a steadying hand on her back and she flinched, wishing she had a scalpel with which to slit his throat. He called for calm and gestured for Naida to speak. Her throat constricted and she fed calm into her body, her Talent smoothing her tension just enough.


‘I am rarely, if ever, lost for words. Any words after yours, Lord Marshal, would be wholly inadequate in any event. So, I shall just say this: I am honoured beyond measure to be tasked with the Queen’s health. She is who we all fight for and I will not let her wither while I have breath to take. But I shall miss all of you, my family, so very much, and you should know that whenever battle is joined again, I will seek leave to be here to keep you careless buggers alive.’


Naida sat rather heavily, another wave of noise rolling over and through her. She tried to keep the smile on her face, reaching a hand towards Elmridge, who squeezed it.


‘Well done, you,’ he said. ‘I am so proud of you.’


‘Promise you’ll visit?’


‘Have my rooms prepared.’


She glanced across at him. ‘Thank you.’


Once everyone had retaken their seats, Ludeney favoured her with the sort of look that would accompany broken glass rubbed slowly and deliberately into flesh. She met his gaze with as outwardly warm a smile as she was able, and nodded her thanks for his toast. Everyone was watching.


Ludeney’s voice was quiet when he spoke, leaning in close as if to give her a personal and private thanks, pitched carefully, to defy the finest-tuned of ears.


‘I had not thought to see you again, Lady Esselrode,’ he said.


‘You have me confused with someone else,’ said Naida, matching his pitch.


Ludeney smiled. ‘I understand you had to try but, please, you are Helena Esselrode. Let us respect one another enough not to pretend otherwise.’ He was no longer looking at her. ‘We both know what you are.’


‘And what is that?’ she asked, putting one trembling hand around her goblet of water and wondering if she would need both to bring it to her mouth.


Ludeney raised his eyebrows and gave a tiny smile. ‘They love you, these people, don’t they?’ he said, favouring the room with a warm smile.


‘Not letting them die on the battlefield if I have the merest chance to save them does the trick on the loyalty front. What did you do fifteen years ago to persuade otherwise ordinary soldiers to hunt a fourteen-year-old child?’


Ludeney’s face darkened but his words were lost when flaps opened all around the pavilion to allow orderlies to serve the first full course of delicacies. Naida leaned aside to allow plates to be set in front of her and Ludeney. She saw Elmridge, who looked worried, and gave him an affirmative smile.


‘Tell you all about it later,’ she whispered.


‘Talk louder now and I won’t have to wait up,’ he said.


‘Funny.’


‘Now these marinated and devilled corvid sweetbreads are from the northern steppes of Pargoan, and their exquisite taste and texture awaits you,’ said Ludeney, reclaiming her attention. ‘Many things await you.’


Another grind of the glass. Naida wrinkled her nose. She took a piece of meat, intending to savour its mix of spices, spectrum of flavours and interesting texture. It was revolting, clinging to her palate and throat like pond algae to a rock, and she clutched at the dream of eating rabbit stew with the infantry so she didn’t choke.


‘Go on, then. Denounce me. See how it plays out for you.’


To his credit, the Lord Marshal didn’t let her challenge interrupt his mouthful.


‘Denounce you?’ he said, once he’d dabbed his mouth with his pristine red linen napkin and taken a sip of the accompanying sweet green wine. ‘Now that would be a careless thing to do, wouldn’t it? Having just announced you as the Queen’s new personal physician. No, no, I have far more use for you than as a mere token of past evil.’


Naida’s world closed in around her once more, this time with a constricting tightness that fed pain through her chest. But she had learned in the last decade and a half, while developing a consistent and impenetrable persona for her own survival, that giving up to the forces ranged against you was never an option.


‘Oh, do you have an illness I can encourage to be fatal?’


Ludeney was the consummate diplomat. His smile was benevolent to the onlooker, and so warm when directed at Naida.


‘Following this dinner, you will attend me in my pavilion,’ he said.


‘Lay one finger on me and I will educate you in all the places a man can feel the most extreme pain,’ said Naida, her smile equally beatific.


Ludeney laughed, the sound booming across the grand pavilion and stilling all but the most intense of conversations. He put a hand to his mouth and raised the other in brief apology.


‘The Lady Naida is a gifted conversationalist,’ he said by way of explanation, and he raised his glass to her in a, perhaps, over-extravagant gesture.


There was a backdrop of polite laughter as he returned his attention to her.


‘I have never had to either beg for, nor coerce, the attentions of a woman,’ he said. ‘Give me my due: I am not starting with you.’


‘You facilitated the murder of my parents. You are due nothing,’ said Naida. ‘Now, I will speak with my friend and you will not even breathe in my direction for the rest of this dinner.’


Ludeney said nothing, merely turning to his right to speak to the victorious commander-in-chief who was surely desperate for some of the Lord Marshal’s attention.


‘He seems a decent sort,’ said Elmridge, the warmth of his expression restoring some of Naida’s balance.


‘Seems that way. Yeah.’


‘What were you two talking about?’


‘My past and my future,’ said Naida and, dammit, she could feel tears in her eyes.


Elmridge studied her. ‘There’s more to all this. I don’t know what or why, but it’s got to you. We’ve won, you’re being honoured beyond measure. This should be joyous. What’s wrong?’


‘I hate finger food.’


She probably shouldn’t have said that so loudly.


Her meticulously built and carefully curated second life had been fifteen years in the making. Her friends and allies had paid in shame, often in blood, while protecting her. Naida had hidden so well for so long but now she stood outside the pavilion of her nemesis, a chance meeting having dismantled it all.


Yet she felt no fear; part of her was even relieved that someone else knew who she was. Even if it was the man who still visited her in her nightmares. When she walked into his tent, though, she could not shake the thought that a cell door was slamming shut behind her.


Lord Marshal Ludeney was no stranger to luxury. Nor to what he evidently saw as home comforts. His pavilion was like a glimpse into another world. Not for him the sparse, efficient furnishing of a battlefield medic or a ranking officer. Naida wondered if he’d done it because he wanted to impress, or maybe he intended to intimidate with his authority. Was he genuinely uncomfortable without a considerable number of favourite things from home? Or did he not realise how grotesque it all was, shoved into a tent in a field seven days’ ride from Suranhom, capital city of Suurken?


Not a stitch of canvas wall was visible, hidden as it was behind tapestries, flags, and expensively framed landscapes of anywhere-but-here. A huge, four-poster bed sat in the exact centre of the pavilion, draped in deep blue cloth, the sumptuous mattress covered in blistering white bed linen and enough pillows to sleep a battalion. Its headboard was painted with a depiction of the Shattered Throne, the seat of Suurken’s monarch, a piece of furniture with an extraordinary history. Naida’s eyes lingered on it a moment.


Trunks, chests, drawers and dressers ringed the tent’s circumference, and an exuberantly carved desk and large leather chair stood to the right of the bed. At its foot, a sprawl of sofas, chairs and cushions surrounded a low wooden table, suffocated by the weight of fruit, covered platters, jugs and goblets resting atop it. Rugs obscured the grass and dust below. Lanterns set on poles in a dozen places cast a firm light across the whole ensemble, which was drenched in scent from gleaming brass incense-burners.


Ludeney was standing by his desk, brass goblet in hand. He had taken the time to change from his dress uniform into a collar-to-floor deep grey robe, edged in gold thread and cinched at the waist with a plaited leather belt. Naida had been offered no such opportunity and her ridiculous dinner garb hurt her all over. And she was starving. But all was eclipsed by a sick sense of anticipation.


He gestured at the laden table.


‘I noticed you ate rather sparingly,’ he said. ‘Feel free to help yourself.’


That cured Naida of her hunger at a stroke.


‘What do you want from me?’ she asked.


‘What was it like, lying to all these fine people for so long, hiding yourself … fearful every time you used your gift? I must say, I’m almost impressed. You’ve saved hundreds, thousands, of lives without once making a misstep. That is quite the deception.’


‘Get to the point, I have rounds to make.’


‘Not anymore,’ said Ludeney. ‘Can I get you something to drink … water, perhaps? You’re looking a little pale.’


She drew herself up, walked to the table and poured herself some fresh juice with a, mercifully, steady hand.


‘I’ll never take anything from you,’ she said.


‘What if I were offering you your life?’


Naida almost spat out her juice, which would have been a shame as it was a glorious apple and wild berry mix.


‘Shattered throne, do you really live your life in clichés?’


Ludeney’s face tightened and he placed his goblet carefully on his desk before turning to her.


‘You have a sharp mouth, Lady Esselrode, and you must think it fun to ridicule me.’ His eyes never wavered from hers. ‘That will stop immediately. I have your life in the palm of my hand and I can choose to crush you at any moment. I own you. And you will do as I say without question.’


‘No one owns me,’ said Naida, despite the weight of dread certainty on her soul. ‘And I do not fear you or whatever fate you think you can visit on me.’


Ludeney chuckled, picked up his goblet, drained and refilled it. ‘It’s funny … no, it is, because I came here to honour a great battlefield surgeon, and now I have the solution to my most challenging problem.’


‘I’m incredibly happy for you,’ said Naida.


‘I have work for you. Vital work that your particular, peculiar skills will allow you to do in so much more effective a fashion than I had envisaged before I found you so … fortuitously.’ His cruelty had dissipated and Naida found herself comforted, and hated herself for it, knowing it to be a trap. ‘The Queen needs a physician. The best. And you are undoubtedly that.’


Naida felt flattered, and her self-loathing deepened.


‘Hence you will depart immediately to take up your new role. Once in the Queen’s confidence, and I have no doubt that you will get along famously, you will ensure that she contracts a serious illness and, tragically, dies as a result.’







Chapter 5



Naida recognised the symptoms of her occasional panic attacks but this was something else. The physical symptoms were similar: weakness in the legs, pulse so strong it pained her throat, a tunnelling of her vision, heat flooding her face, stomach cramps. The whole set.


Now it was compounded by absolute confusion, and it felt like an age before she was able to question what she had heard. Her mind was a morass of conflicting thoughts and images, all trying to rationalise why anyone would want the Queen dead.


Ludeney had been a loyalist all his life. It had been his life. And the Queen … she was the living embodiment of a desire for a better future for the whole of Suurken … the warrior who wept when she sent armies to battle and who mourned for the families who would suffer grief and loss. A Queen who stood shoulder-to-shoulder with every sword-carrier, every archer and every rider, ready to hoist them on her shoulders in victory.


She was a monarch for all the people. A break with the elitism of the past. A unique opportunity to advance the cause of every citizen, not just the rich. She was feted and lauded. Even Naida, whose parents had been killed during the reign of King Pietr, the Queen’s father, could see a brighter future in Queen Eva, who had ascended the throne very soon after her family’s death.


‘… and yet you want her dead?’ said Naida, responding to her own internal monologue.


Ludeney had been watching her with considered contempt.


‘Almost everything you have been told about her is a lie,’ he said. ‘And you will be so much more subtle than the assassins that I was being forced to consider. After all, I can rely on you not to talk afterwards because no one will believe you.’


Another twist of the knife. Naida squeezed her eyes shut, choosing her next words precisely, to make sure they were talking about the same thing.


‘You are plotting treason.’


Ludeney raised an eyebrow and shrugged. ‘That term is muddier than you think.’


‘It’s generally understood to have a pretty tight definition.’


‘Then the term is incorrect. How do you define acts that will tear apart the foundations upon which our country is built and plunge us back into the dark days of superstition, division and civil war? And how do you describe those seeking to stop this disaster unfolding?’
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