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CHAPTER ONE
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Wren had never seen a worse radial fracture.


She replayed the break over and over again, each moment frozen like hoarfrost on the backs of her eyes. The boy, desperate to escape, scrabbling up the side of a tree. His fingers catching on a branch. The crack of snapping wood. The crack of snapping bone. And then, worst of all—the flare of her magic, calling out to heal him as he screamed.


Wren perched on the knee of an upturned root, watching as Una bound the boy to the tree he’d fallen from. Shadows hung as heavy as fog in the copse, and what little sunlight leaked through the alders turned sallow, gleaming cold on the shard of bone. It jutted from his wrist like a splinter waiting to be pulled loose.


Volar apex angulation, Wren thought. Dorsal displacement of the fragment. No doubt an accompanying break in the ulnar styloid process. It was an easy diagnosis of an injury she could heal in minutes.


“Don’t think I can’t see what’s on your mind.” Una dropped the chains, and they struck the earth with a decisive thud. As always, she cut an imposing figure in her black military tunic, its stern rows of buttons shining like steel. “Enemy spies don’t deserve your pity.”


Maybe not. But they didn’t deserve cruelty, either. Wren rested her chin on her fists, trying for nonchalance even as her stomach roiled with guilt. “I haven’t the slightest idea what you mean.”


“No? Then perhaps I imagined that misty look in your eye.”


She bristled but held her tongue. Una had been so ornery all morning, and Wren was almost exhausted enough to oblige her with the fight she clearly wanted. Only one more hour, she reminded herself. Soon enough, the rest of their unit would arrive with the carriage, and from there they would drag their prisoner back to Knockaine for a proper interrogation.


Una snatched the boy’s rucksack and stole out of the clearing. Silhouetted at the cliff’s edge, she carved a gash in a sky reddened with sunset. Its light burned like embers in the darkness of her eyes and deepened every worried line on her face.


Wren sighed, her breath pluming in the winter air. Her best friend had always carried far too much responsibility on her shoulders. As much as she wanted to throttle Una right now, she empathized with her. Times like these demanded draconian measures.


Three of the Queen’s Guard had vanished in the last four months while patrolling the border Danu shared with Cernos and Vesria, and Queen Isabel had tasked Una with finding out why. More accurately, with every rag in the city publishing invectives against her, the queen had demanded evidence that her greatest enemies—those so-called Vesrian heathens—were responsible. Although she’d brokered an armistice with Vesria a year ago, her subjects were still reeling and embittered from the surrender of a centuries-long holy war. Now that the fragile peace had splintered, the queen refused to appear ineffectual and passive any longer. No slight would go unpunished.


But after three weeks of searching, of bitter cold and sleepless nights, all Wren and Una had to offer Isabel was this boy, whose only crime so far was running from them. So much good it had done him.


Wren studied the grisly arc of his forearm, the unnatural angle of his thumb. The air had thickened with the too-familiar stench of old blood: saltwater and rust and sugar gone bad. Her magic bubbled up within her, eager to mend him, but she knew Una would never allow it. It was painfully predictable how it would all unfold, this moral debate on whether or not it was right to torture their prisoner. They’d known each other too long—five years now, after they met as recruits in the military academy. They’d trained together, taken their meals together, fought in the war together. And since then …


Well, things were complicated.


Una met her eyes, her braid falling over her shoulder like a spill of dark water. Wren turned away before she could decide what shimmered in her superior’s eyes.


Still, all Una’s bluster guaranteed was their prisoner’s slow death by infection. A winning argument on medical grounds, if not on moral ones. She’d just have to build her case carefully.


Steeling herself, Wren sidled as close to Una as she dared, her footsteps crackling softly in the thin layer of snow. From here, Wren could see the shadows of the bare trees curling like vines over Una’s wrists, deep violet against her ochre skin. She held a tattered notebook up to the light and pinned the fluttering pages down against the wind.


Wren gathered her cloak tighter and buried her nose into its fur-lined collar. They hadn’t been truly alone in weeks, and now that she had Una cornered, she hardly knew what to say. In the end, she settled on what felt most honest. “Are you alright?”


Una snapped the notebook shut. “Why?”


“Permission to speak freely?” she asked dryly. When Una cut her an irritated look, she continued, “Oh, I don’t know. It’s just a hunch, considering you’ve been snappish and brooding all day, and now you’ve decided you don’t care about a child—”


“A child,” Una scoffed. “You’re too soft on him. He’s about as old as we were when we were recruited.”


“Be that as it may, his arm is going to get horribly infected.”


Sunlight glinted off the saber on Una’s hip, and for one horrible moment, the hilt looked wet with blood. “Good. Maybe that’ll loosen his tongue.”


Wren let out a startled laugh at how infuriatingly typical Una was being. “Forget it. I don’t care about him right now. I care about you. I wanted to check on you, since I know this mission has been … difficult.”


“It’s been long. I just want to get this over with.”


Avoidance. The most effective tool in Una Dryden’s armory to keep everyone at a carefully measured distance. Wren wanted to remind her it was only the two of them out here, but pushing a mountain would prove easier. They each dealt with their grief in their own way, and Wren would respect that—for now.


Because if she were being honest, she didn’t know if she could bear to talk about it either. She wasn’t ready to admit she had anything to grieve.


Last month, Sergeant Jacob Byers—her only friend besides Una—had gone missing. One day, they were bickering over normal things, like whose turn it was to buy dinner when they stayed late at work, or which of them would file Una’s paperwork. The next, he left on a routine patrol of the border they shared with Vesria and Cernos. Thanks to the cease-fire, those missions were supposed to be formalities. He was supposed to come back within the week.


He never did.


In her darker moments, Wren wished she had been with him on that patrol. Maybe it would’ve been her instead. Maybe if she’d seen something—a shred of his uniform or his knife forgotten in the snow—she could mourn him properly. But she refused to believe he was dead. Until she had answers, she couldn’t lay him to rest.


This prisoner—this boy—did nothing to assuage her. With his coltish limbs and streaming nose, he hardly looked capable of petty theft, much less kidnapping.


“Are you alright?” Una asked, jarring her from her thoughts.


No, she wanted to say. Instead, she said, “I am.”


“Really?” Una drawled. “Just a minute ago, you looked like you wanted to strangle me with those chains.”


“And why ever would I want to do that? You’re always perfectly agreeable.”


Una barked out a laugh. “Now I know you have an agenda. Out with it.”


Wren considered changing the subject; it was so rare to get a smile out of Una these days. But she had to secure the boy’s safety before she could let herself relax. “Let me heal his arm. At this rate, you’ll have to interrogate his corpse. His wound is going to go necrotic before we reach Knockaine.”


At first, Una did not react. She stood so still Wren almost believed she hadn’t listened to anything she’d said. Then, without a word, Una extended the notebook into the empty space between them.


Wren gingerly took the edge of it. “What’s this?”


“See for yourself.”


Wren began to leaf through the book. Names and physical descriptions, written in a child’s halting scrawl, filled page after water-stained page. With a sinking horror, she realized she knew all these people. Bold red marks slashed some of them out, but she couldn’t exactly make sense of the pattern. Captured targets, maybe? But no—there was Byers’s name, entirely unmarked. The letters shimmered through her tears.


“What is this?” she repeated, unable to keep the mounting dread out of her voice.


“A catalog of every soldier who’s patrolled this section of the border for the past year. I found it in his bag. It looks like he’s been documenting potential victims.”


Every righteous protest crumbled to ash in her mouth. It chilled her to trace the shape of her own name. Then the decisive cut through Una’s. No, this couldn’t be right.


“Still think he’s just an innocent child?” Una asked.


Hissing through her teeth, Wren thrust the notebook back at Una. The skin-crawling sensation of those cursed pages still lingered on her fingertips. “It doesn’t matter what I think. It matters that he’s wounded.”


“It seems to matter plenty what you think. Every time you get an idea like this in your head, it goes poorly.”


“That’s not true.”


“Then allow me to remind you of the time you insisted on stopping to heal a soldier during the march on Donn.”


Wren didn’t need a reminder. The thorough excoriation from her superiors, and later the queen, guaranteed she’d never forget that mistake.


“Or perhaps the time you wanted to save a stray dog caught in the cross fire?”


Now Una was being unfair. Heat climbed up Wren’s neck. “That was different.”


“It’s no different,” Una snapped. “If anything, you’re painfully consistent. You’re too easily distracted by your feelings and hell-bent on self-sabotage. I need you by my side, Wren, and the queen will discharge you for another offense. His suffering is a small price to pay, especially if he had a hand in capturing Byers. He’s a worm, beneath your pity. Let it go.”


But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. “She wouldn’t dare. Who would replace me?”


Una looked like she wanted to say something but refrained.


“She doesn’t have another healer like me. How many lives did the antibiotic I developed save? How many surgeries did I help perform on the battlefield?”


“Talent isn’t hard to come by. All the medical advancements in the world won’t save you from the queen’s impatience forever.”


“But being the best healer in the Guard will.” It was something she told herself every day, but right now, Wren wasn’t sure if she believed it.


Isabel—or, as her illegitimate niece, should Wren say Her Majesty?—had made it painfully clear that one more mistake would land Wren back in the Order of the Maiden. She had been raised in the abbey, but it wasn’t home. There, Wren had been nothing but a castaway: forgotten, unwanted, purposeless.


She never wanted to feel that way again.


Medicine and magic had provided her an escape, but to return would be to admit she truly was as worthless as the queen thought she was. Which meant she couldn’t afford to slip up today. Even if treating their prisoner this way was cruel. Even if it was wrong.


“Lieutenant Southerland,” Una said. Such a cheap trick, to invoke rank at a time like this. “As your commanding officer, I’m responsible for you. Your mistakes are on my head.”


“Oh, spare me the speech.”


“Enough.” Righteousness rang like the clash of metal in Una’s voice, every syllable as sharp as a blade. “Until the others get here, I won’t give him a single opportunity to escape. I know you think I’m being cruel, but he’s the only lead we have on Byers.”


She knew, but her stomach still twisted in guilty knots.


“I’m going to sweep the area one more time, so don’t do anything reckless while I’m gone,” Una said. The word reckless struck Wren like a pebble between the eyes. She’d heard it enough over the years to know the real meaning of that word.


Emotional. Weak.


“Yes, Major,” Wren muttered sourly.


With one last dissatisfied scowl at the boy, Una walked toward the dark, silent wood. Her black hair swung like an executioner’s rope, and brittle twigs snapped like fingers beneath her boots. As Wren watched her leave, she sighed with exasperated longing.


Although military life offered her freedom from the cloister, Wren’s oath to the Queen’s Guard meant little in itself. Una, however, filled her with purpose. Despite her sharp edges, Una cared deeply about her country and her subordinates—about protecting them at any and all costs. Following her was a creed Wren chose, not one foisted on her.


I need you by my side.


And there Wren would stay, even if it she couldn’t always stomach what at any and all costs entailed. She cursed the empathy that flowed in her blood as surely as her healing magic did. If only she could filter it out, boil it down to something curable like a disease. Then everyone would know for certain she belonged in the Guard.


Wren slumped into the yellowing litter of pine needles and groaned at the tension headache blooming in her temples and the damp chill of the earth seeping into her skirts. Overhead, the trees dripped with melting icicles and glittered with a delicate crust of snow. Now that they were alone, she stole a sidelong glance at the boy. His white, freckled face was bloodless, as sickly pale as his exposed bone—and nobly but unconvincingly stoic. Even from a distance, the trembling of his shoulders revealed him for what he was, a scared child holding back tears.


Be detached, Wren reminded herself sharply. Be strong.


She would not be moved. Not by a Vesrian spy.


This close to the Vesrian border, it made perfect sense that his people had abducted their soldiers. While neither side had officially broken the armistice, Wren knew it was only a matter of time. She’d grown up alongside war, could smell it brewing like a storm on the horizon. And once it came …


Danubians lived by the core tenet of the Triplicate Goddess, the Threefold Law: Whatever is done unto you, let it be repaid thrice over. Wren had seen enough during her military service to know what happened next. Entire towns burned. Entire battalions slain. Blood repaid in blood until there would be none left to spill.


Neither country would survive it this time.


A muffled sob drew her out of her thoughts and twisted her traitorous heart with pity. She should have been desensitized to this by now, but her magic made it too easy to empathize, to feel the throb in his mangled arm. It hurt, all of it. It always had.


This is so wrong, she thought. If she let this boy suffer until they brought him before the queen to answer for his crimes, how much better was she than the Vesrians?


Una’s backpack lay in the snow-dusted grass beside her, its front pocket enticingly open.


Better to ask forgiveness than permission, she decided.


Before she could change her mind, she took the key. In her hands it was a weapon, catching the sunlight like something sharp and deadly. As she approached the boy, he glared at her with an intensity that turned her stomach. It was a look as wild and vicious as an open flame—one she’d seen only on the front line.


Hatred.


“Stay away from me,” he growled.


His accent stilled her. It wasn’t Vesrian. It wasn’t like anything she’d ever heard. Then again, she’d never listened to Vesrians speak much. Their language was a distant memory, its rhythms indistinct echoes in her nightmares. Shaking it off, she said, “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m a healer.”


He pressed himself flat against the tree. “I don’t believe you.”


“Alright, then.” Wren sighed impatiently as she tossed her medical bag on the ground. She rummaged for a painkiller. “Got a name?”


“Whatever you’re going to do, do it already.” His voice cracked. “I’m not afraid to die.”


“Clearly not.” Wren fished a vial of poppy tincture from her bag. “Although you may want a painkiller. Setting your arm may feel worse than death, at least for a minute.”


“I’ll be fine.”


He still thought she was going to hurt him. It was almost precious.


“Suit yourself.” In his unbroken stare, Wren saw Una, hard and defiant. It filled her with affection, of all things. “Look. Whether you’re guilty or not, it’s not right to leave you like this. So what’s it going to be?”


In the silence, she marked time with the sound of his tight, shallow breathing. At last, the boy squeezed his eyes shut and turned his head away from her. “Alright. Do it.”


Finally, an ounce of trust. She’d take it.


Wren unlocked the manacle from his injured wrist and held him fast. As she called on her magic, a second network of veins, the fola, ran silver and glimmering down the length of her arm. An aura radiated from beneath her skin, wrapping her hand in a glow like moonlight.


“Ready?”


He nodded, his features stark and hollow in the cold, flickering light.


Wren squeezed his wrist reassuringly, the only preparation she could offer. Then her magic poured into him, and he whimpered through the realignment of bone, the rapid division of cells. The healing took several minutes, and by the end of it, the boy was panting and clammy with sweat. He ran his fingers over the unbroken skin and the straight line of his forearm with a slack-jawed awe, as if Wren had performed a miracle. She beamed with satisfaction. Her healing was far from miraculous—only a biological wonder. Even so, she wasn’t sure she would ever grow accustomed to her patients’ wide-eyed gratitude.


“Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” She had a thousand questions, but his trust was a delicate thing, like a rabbit’s spine. It would be easily broken if squeezed. “I can tell you’re not a fighter.”


The boy huffed. “What do you know?”


“Nothing, I guess.”


After a pause, he spoke almost too quietly to hear. “You wouldn’t understand. Where I come from, this is the only option. My family can’t protect me anymore.”


“I do understand.” Wren smiled sadly through her exhaustion. War had made orphans of them all.


All at once, uncertainty prickled her skin. She shouldn’t speak to him this way. She couldn’t. No matter how pathetic he looked as he cradled his arm like a broken doll, he was connected to her comrades’ disappearances.


He was her enemy. A spy. A Vesrian.


The boy must have seen her darkening expression. “Please. I swear I don’t know anything.”


Her magic still sung in his veins, forging a connection between them. Every one of his vital signs betrayed him. The stutter of his heart shouted, liar, liar, liar.


Before she could say another word, he slammed his fist into her solar plexus. Her breath fled her lungs in a whine, and as white burst behind her eyes, she watched her life unravel like this: the boy scrabbling for the key in the grass; her body surging forward to stop him; her skull cracking against the tree; the rattle of chains and cold metal clamping around her wrist.


He moved far too quickly to be a civilian, and the energy humming in her very bones whispered, magic. The world split like a cell in mitosis: two wavering keys fell from the boy’s open hands and into the bloody slush. Step by swaying step, two boys backed away from her.


“I’m sorry,” he whispered. Then he was gone.


It was over in a moment, quicker than her diaphragm could unseize.


He’d manipulated her. And she’d let him.


With a shout of frustration, Wren pulled against her restraint until it rubbed her wrist raw and red. No matter how hard she struggled, the key was just barely out of reach. Her stomach churned with a familiar dread, and her breathing was too heavy, too loud.


This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real.


She had lost their only lead. Her only chance to learn what happened to Byers. Her only chance to ensure no one else went missing. The queen was going to kill her if Una didn’t first.


No, death would be a blessing. She’d proven the queen right. Wren didn’t deserve her approval, and she certainly didn’t deserve her spot in the Guard if she let her emotions make her weak and gullible and—


Reckless, just like Una said. She was right, as always.


Talent couldn’t protect her from the queen. As long this bleeding heart beat within her, she would never be good enough.


“I have half a mind to leave you there.”


With one hand clamped over her face, Wren hid herself from Una’s anger. Her other hand hung loosely behind her, still chained to the tree at her back. When she weighed her options, dying here sounded far preferable to facing Isabel. Both promised a slow, tortuous demise. But at least if she stayed here, she’d go to her grave with her pride mostly intact.


“It’s for the best,” Wren agreed.


Una growled her annoyance and plucked the abandoned key from the grass. Wren worried for one agonizing moment that Una would hurl it into the woods. Mercifully, she unshackled her—but kept Wren’s wrist firmly manacled in her fist. Her pulse thrummed frantically against Una’s leather gloves.


“I asked you not to do anything while I was gone. What were you thinking?”


“I wasn’t thinking. He was suffering.”


Una let out a strained sigh. “Your compassion is sorely misplaced. It’s going to get you killed one day.”


“Maybe it will!” she snapped. “But I’m a healer. I don’t want to play Goddess and decide who lives and who dies.”


“It’s too late for that. If anyone else goes missing—”


“I know.” Wren couldn’t keep the quaver out of her voice. Thanks to her misguided compassion, their only lead had escaped. They were no closer to finding Byers, and if anyone else went missing—if Una went missing—that would be on her head, too. Softer now, she said, “I know. I’m sorry.”


Fighting with Una always hurt. After so many years, they were too familiar with each other’s wounds: how to reopen them, where to rub in salt, how to stitch them up again. Even still, Wren loved her. It was hard not to, with the starlight tangled in her black hair and the weight of an entire nation on her broad, unbent shoulders. Especially when she looked at her like this, fury and exhaustion and relief crystallized in the amber of her eyes. Una’s grip on her wrist slackened until Wren could almost mistake it for a comforting touch.


“How did he get away?” Wren dared to ask.


Whatever tenderness Una had shown was abruptly hidden behind her scowl. “He got a head start.”


“What do you mean?”


“When I saw him running, I didn’t hesitate. I came back here first.”


It was so unlike Una, she was convinced she’d misheard. “Why?”


“Because.” It was frustration distilled into two syllables. “I thought something happened to you.”


“Are you saying you were worried about me?”


Una grimaced. “Don’t push your luck.”


Wren longed to hear her admit it, but Una would never be so plain, so vulnerable. She hadn’t always been so hard, but war taught her never to bare her throat. Choosing Wren over their mission’s success, however, came dangerously close to it. As much as she’d protest, not even Una was immune to fear. After Byers had vanished, Wren had watched a storm gather behind Una’s eyes, dark and melancholy. It hadn’t cleared since. Wren had known his disappearance wounded her, but now she knew it made Una softer than she could afford to be.


“It wasn’t your fault, you know,” Wren said softly.


“I was his commanding officer.” Una offered her a thin, empty smile. “Of course it was my fault.”


“Please don’t say things like that.”


“It’s only the truth. His life—all of your lives—were entrusted to me. I ask you all to risk your lives for me every time we leave the city. What kind of leader would I be if I didn’t owe you the same?”


“You don’t have to ask. I would do it anyway.”


“Good.” Una pursed her lips. “Then don’t make me give you orders next time.”


“Yes, Major,” Wren murmured.


Wren swallowed a surge of guilt. For Una, this mission wasn’t only about justice or pleasing the queen. It was about redemption. Although Wren wanted to reach out to her, she remained still, as if any sudden movement would shatter the tentative truce between them.


Slowly, Una’s face hardened into its usual mask, stern and impassive. “I’ll need to draft the report for the queen tonight.”


Wren wanted to mourn the lost moment, but the painful reminder of the queen bled her dry of any emotion but fear. She gathered up a fistful of grass and twisted it, desperate to ground herself in something solid. “You can’t.”


“I have to. My duty is to the queen above all else.”


“But what’s going to happen to us when she finds out? What about your promotion?” Una had been angling for the promotion to lieutenant colonel for months. A mistake like this would cost them both dearly. Una could face a reduction in rank—and Wren could be stripped of hers entirely.


Traced by the bruise-purple glow of dusk, Una’s expression was unreadable. “I don’t know.”


They sat in silence and watched the sun thin into a brilliant orange ribbon behind the mountains. On a night like this, not even Una’s warmth beside Wren felt much like comfort.
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CHAPTER TWO
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As they waited for their appointment with the queen, Wren’s every nerve unbraided to the rhythm of tick, tick, tick. Hung from the sheer stone walls of the North Tower were hundreds of clocks. Carved and painted cuckoo clocks, clocks on glass mosaics, clocks with swinging pendulums and clocks with churning gears, clocks in glass cases, clocks wrought from metal. Far too many clocks for any one person to have and stay sane. It was said Isabel commissioned them to surround herself with things that ran smoothly, things that were easily fixed, unlike nations.


The hall of the North Tower stood empty, save for Wren and Una. Ribbed vaults laced the ceiling like a corset, and stained-glass panels loomed above them, caged by their leaded frames. Wren hated this place. Its echoing vastness, how the dust swirling through the fragmented light looked like wraiths in the darkest edges of her vision. It held nothing but books and icons and the suffocating gloom of her aunt’s presence. The only thing bright and alive here was Una, limned in multicolored sunlight as it streamed through the glass.


Any other day, Wren’s breath might have caught at how easily Una could be memorialized here, another stained-glass warrior queen. Beautiful and fierce. But today, it filled her with dread, not wonder. She could only think about how Una belonged here and she did not.


“You’re staring,” Una said.


“Just wondering if you have any grand plans to get us both out of this unscathed.” It sounded more hopeful and pathetic than Wren intended.


When Una met her gaze, it was steady as stone. “I’ll try.”


Although try was far from reassuring, it was all Wren could ask for.


A cacophonous sound rent open the silence as every clock struck ten. As the chime of the largest clock echoed through the hall and vibrated in Wren’s skull, Isabel’s straight-backed attendant materialized in the threshold of a stairwell. “Her Majesty will see you now.”


They followed the lacy train of the attendant’s skirt up a spiraling staircase and into a stone antechamber. At one end loomed a massive set of doors carved with the royal seal: a full moon flanked by a waxing and waning crescent. That symbol alone was enough to send Wren’s heart skittering off course.


Breathe. Wren squeezed her hands to flush blood into her deadened fingers. Breathe.


She still hadn’t found her nerve when Una pushed open the doors to the queen’s office. Cold air billowed into the hall and settled heavy on Wren’s shoulders. In five shaky strides, she crossed the antechamber and entered the room, where the middle-aged queen sat behind a mahogany writing desk. Rigid and imperious as a stone-carved icon, Isabel did not deign to lift her head as Wren took her place beside Una.


Wren never failed to be struck by the queen’s beauty, too sharp to look at straight on. No one would guess they were related, which was how Isabel preferred it. With her auburn hair and hazel eyes, Wren’s royal blood had been effectively diluted by her father’s common genes. Isabel, meanwhile, was a Southerland through and through: pale white skin, hair the color of a summer wine, eyes that gleamed like quartz. Myth had it that Danubian queens’ blood flowed right from the Goddess’s veins into theirs. Wren believed it. As beautiful and withholding as the moon, Isabel could be nothing less than the Goddess made mortal.


She was reading the notebook Una had confiscated from the boy. During the carriage ride to Knockaine, Wren had pored over it so many times, she’d burned Byers’s name behind her eyelids. It made his absence—and her failure—seem more real. She couldn’t bear losing anyone else. And Danu couldn’t afford to lose any more soldiers. During the last years of the war, the military had been decimated. Only the greenest, youngest recruits—and those like Una, already war heroes at eighteen—remained.


If war broke out, what would happen to the rest of them?


Isabel scanned the rows of names as if each were another wrong to add to her carefully tallied scale. The queen ruled with cold, impersonal order, an endless stream of paperwork and reports and written law. After she signed the armistice, she shut down the royal palace and secluded herself within the North Tower. It rose far above the smog and squalor of Knockaine—far above the lives of the people she swore to serve. Her opponents called her the Paper Queen, too embittered to deal with anyone except in writing.


To her country, Isabel was something of a joke. A failure. It was, after all, the birthright of the Danubian queens to reclaim the land Vesria had stolen.


Three hundred years ago, Vesrian raiders had poured into the River Muri, wreathed in black smoke and carrying the banner of their death god. His people, eager to please him, built their empire on conquest. In the turn of a moon, they took Danu. Tore down the temples of the Goddess, ripped the royal family from the palace. Occupation lasted for nearly a decade, until the exiled Queen Maeve rallied her armies and drove the Vesrians back over the mountains.


Whatever is done unto you, she’d said, a decree from the Goddess herself, let it be repaid thrice over. Blood for blood, sorrow for sorrow. And so she burned all the Vesrians’ shrines. Banned their language. Forced everyone within Danu’s newly established borders to convert or face execution.


Although war had ravaged their nations in fits and starts ever since, Vesria still held a quarter of what was once Danu’s land. Parliament, fearful for the nation’s draining coffers and declining birth rate, had forced Isabel to broker the armistice last year. But popular sentiment held that she was a weak queen, ready to abandon their land and strand generations of Danu-Vesrians who deserved to come home. If it would keep her from being remembered as a failure, Isabel would never rest until she’d exacted her threefold vengeance.


“Wren,” Isabel said flatly. Then, with tenderness, “Una.”


How many times had Wren longed to hear Isabel say her name like that? By now, swallowing her jealousy was automatic. Nothing she did would earn her aunt’s affection. Isabel loved Una for her devotion and her ruthlessness about as much as she hated Wren for being a stain on the Southerland line. Once, Wren had dreamed of making her into the mother she’d never had. She wasn’t so naïve anymore. Now, Isabel’s approval mattered only insofar as it guaranteed the security of her position.


It didn’t mean the rejection didn’t still sting.


“So you let the boy escape.” Isabel’s voice was as quavering and soft as a wind chime. Wren had to lean in to hear and hang on her every word.


Una rested a fist over her heart in grim salute. “It was my fault, Your Majesty. I underestimated our target.”


Wren kept her face blank, even as her knees threatened to buckle. Una did say she would try to help, but lying for her was not what she had expected. Wren tried to catch Una’s eye, but she was an unmoving picture of obedience, even as her jaw was set in defiance.


“So you editorialized in your report. How strange that he removed his restraints, incapacitated two of my Guard, and evaded capture, all with a broken arm.”


“As I said. I miscalculated.”


“I have never known you to miscalculate when it comes to such an easy target. Beyond that, your reputation precedes you. Your men revere you for your commitment to justice. To truth.” Isabel leveled her with an icy stare. “On what account did they misjudge you? Are you a liar, or are you incompetent?”


Una’s fists tightened, the only sign of her anger. “I confess, I more than anyone am shocked to learn I’m not infallible.”


“I took a risk letting you climb this high this young. It seems I’ve made a mistake.”


Una flinched. The first crack in her resolve.


“It would be a shame to demote you, since you’ve otherwise shown such promise,” Isabel pressed. “Are you sure you’ve not mis-remembered the details?”


“I—”


“I removed his restraints, Your Majesty,” Wren cut in. “I healed him.”


Una let out a sharp sigh, somewhere between relieved and frustrated. Despite the dread that flooded her, Wren didn’t entirely regret her intervention. It was true she couldn’t afford another mistake. But she couldn’t let Una sacrifice her career like this, either.


Isabel’s gaze fell on Wren like a guillotine. “Why?”


“Because it was the right thing to do.”


“I see.” Isabel opened a drawer and ran her fingers over the feathery tops of her folders. The chilling calm of her voice only made the anticipation worse. “You should consider yourself lucky the Goddess blessed you with such a strong manifestation of your gift.”


Sometimes Wren could convince herself jealousy tinged her aunt’s voice when she spoke of magic. Today she focused only on stifling her anger and her heresy. The Goddess had nothing to do with her skill. Mother Heloise’s brutal training regimen, however … “Thank you, Your Majesty. I do.”


Isabel tossed a file on the desk and began to read. “A history of impulsivity and disrespect in your lessons. A religious skepticism unfitting for one raised by the Order of the Maiden. I trust I needn’t remind you of what happened the last time your pity was misplaced. This will be your third offense.”


“It won’t happen again.”


“I’m afraid I don’t believe that anymore.” Isabel narrowed her eyes. “These abductions are blatant acts of war, and we are without allies. When I muster forces to retaliate, I need my Guard at its best. You’re nothing but a liability. You have lost valuable information, and you have jeopardized lives. You may have my sister’s blood, but you have yet again proven yourself unworthy of it.”


Rage darkened the corners of Wren’s vision. Proven yourself unworthy. She had proven nothing, when her unworthiness was a decree from Isabel herself since birth. Shortly after her mother died, Isabel banished Wren to the abbey. A monarch who’d inherited a losing war, after all, could spare no patience or pity for her sister’s underfoot orphan. Barred from court and excluded from the line of succession, Wren knew very well that no matter how badly she craved acceptance, no matter how hard she tried or what she did, she could not scrub that stain off.


“Unworthy? And what of the rest of my file?” Wren asked. “Surely it documents more than my shortcomings. How many other surgeons do you have? Any two-bit medic can be a competent healer, but unless they have other skills—”


Una held out her hand, a clear command to stand down. “Please excuse her insolence, Your Majesty. Lieutenant Southerland is under my direct command. I accept full responsibility for her actions. Any punishment must be as much mine as hers.”


“Very well, then, Major. It’s clear to me now that Wren is a bad influence on you. Since your fondness for her is distracting you from your duty, I will remove her from your command. Wren is suspended from duty.”


Suspended. How easily one word could shatter her.


“What?” Wren choked out.


“I thought what I said was clear. I will not have you impeding investigations. You’re suspended until further notice.”


The knot of anxiety in her stomach went taut and snapped. The room was suddenly too hot, the injustice too much to bear. Wren slammed her palms on the queen’s desk. “No. This is absurd.”


Isabel only regarded her impassively, her thin lips set in a challenge.


“You cannot punish me for doing what’s right. Mistreating prisoners is not an example we should set for the world.”


Una grabbed Wren’s shoulder. It was a warning: Calm down before you make it worse. “Your Majesty, Wren and I have worked together from the beginning. I need her.”


“There are equally qualified healers who don’t let their feelings get in the way of their orders. War is coming. I need someone who is focused to support you in battle. Even one mistake will cost your life against someone like Hal Cavendish.”


Hal Cavendish. The Reaper of Vesria.


His name alone sent a shiver up Wren’s spine. In the silence of the room, she could hear Una pop her knuckles, her one nervous tell.


Every few generations, Vesria put forth a soldier more monster than human, and Hal Cavendish was the worst of them all. Wren had seen him only once, when she was fifteen and newly deployed. Her memories of the war often crumbled into fragments when she reached for them: the clash of metal and the burst of gunfire; the sickening pull of her magic to everyone, everything; the way the river swelled in the rain and spat bloated, muddy corpses onto its banks.


But she remembered the Reaper perfectly.


It was the Battle of the River Muri, and Wren had hidden herself in a thicket to tend a woman too wounded to leave the battlefield. And there, through a tangle of yarrow and birch, she saw him. Just as she snuffed out her magic, a man lunged at the Reaper, his blade wet with blood and sluggish sunlight. Then, as if every muscle in his body seized, he froze with his knife barely an inch from Hal’s throat. Convulsions wracked his body, and he dropped in a heap, dead before he crumpled to the earth. Hal hadn’t even flinched; his gaze killed anyone who met it.


Wren wasn’t sure if she made a sound. Wasn’t sure if she even moved. But the next moment, Hal turned his chin toward her. His fola still glowed silver at his temples, but his eyes consumed all the light, as black as the ravens who glided hungrily above him. Worse still, they were empty. Remorseless.


Most nights, Wren still jerked awake drenched in sweat and gasping. Her dreams were lit by raging fire, the stench of burning flesh coating her skin and screams ringing in her ears. But did someone steeped in so much death even feel the weight of it anymore?


She wasn’t sure what possessed him to spare her that day. Maybe she’d only imagined his attention. Maybe someone had called out to him. All she knew for certain was that she never wanted to see him again.


“Hal Cavendish is as good as dead if I encounter him,” Una said. “I fully intend to bring you his head on a silver platter.”


“No.” Isabel lifted her chin, obscuring half her face in shadow. Although she wore no crown today, it was impossible to mistake her for anything but what she was. A warrior queen, cold and calculating. “The day we march on Vesria, you will bring him to me alive. His life is mine to dispose of, and I intend to make a show of it.”


“All the more reason why I need Wren to—”


“Enough.” The clocks tick, tick, ticked until Isabel broke the silence again. “You will leave tomorrow to pursue the boy. Without Wren. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” Una said bitterly. “I understand.”


“And you, Wren, will return to the abbey until I decide what to do with you.”


“No.” Wren squeezed her hands into fists.


How could she sit back and watch another friend walk headfirst into danger? If Una disappeared, too, then Wren would truly be alone. Locked away in the abbey, she’d become that scared little girl again: unwanted and forgotten. Denied the chance to have some small say in how she lived her life. A failure.


“Please,” Wren rasped. “I can’t go back.”


“Wren,” Una whispered sharply, almost pleading.


“Since you’ve been relieved of your post, I’m afraid you don’t have much choice in the matter.”


All mages served the Goddess in one way or another. As her earthly representative, Isabel headed both the state and the church and could dispose of her subjects as she willed. With all mages subject to mandatory enlistment—a precautionary measure in this war-torn queendom—she’d be forced into contempt of the law. As a retired combat medic, Wren would live out her days in devotion to the Goddess, performing healing acts for the common people. To refuse was to surrender her magic.


Wren said nothing. She had forgotten how to speak.


Anger roiled in her stomach like a ship tossed on the sea. With the blood thrumming in her ears, she could think of nothing to do but turn on her heel and run for the door. Her vision swam, and she dragged the heels of her palms underneath her eyes to catch any tears that dared fall. She hated that she cried when she was angry. It was another weakness, another reason why she wasn’t cut out to be a combat medic, another reason she was suspended. Her emotions, too uncontrollable to manage, would doom her every time.
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CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


It was several hours after their meeting with Isabel that a knock sounded on her door.


“Are you home?” Una pressed her face to the window, squinting into the darkness.


Wren’s heart leapt into her throat. Una hadn’t come to her flat since … No, she wouldn’t think about it. They had agreed never to discuss it ever again.


Drawing in her breath, Wren rose and let her inside. As Una drank in the room, Wren collapsed onto her chaise and drew the blanket over her head. Almost immediately, she felt a tug—then cringed as the light flooded back in. Una had peeled back the edge of her makeshift cocoon and curled her lip, as if she had found something half-formed inside.


“Please don’t cry,” Una said. “It makes me uncomfortable.”


“I’m not going to cry.”


Una unstrapped the saber from her hip and gingerly perched beside Wren on the chaise. Comforting others was never exactly her strong suit, but Wren would credit her for trying. “Then would you turn a light on or something? This is depressing.”


Wren groaned, curling into a smaller ball. She considered ignoring her, but then she saw her flat through Una’s eyes and understood at least some of her concern. She was always away on missions or buried in her research, mapping out the paths of the fola to perfect her surgical techniques, or studying the poisonous plants the apothecary down the street saved for her. She was here so infrequently that she’d never bothered to decorate the place. Only dried herbs bound with twine hung from the ceiling, sprigs of clustered lavender, jagged bundles of nettle, and orange calendula. Below the chipped cornice was peeling floral wallpaper, stained from candle smoke and spattered with the exploded remnants of some failed tincture.


Wide windows, although caked with dust, overlooked a view of her busy street, which glittered with fog-muffled lamplight. From her desk, she could watch the woman across the street hang clothes to dry on the line in the mornings; and by night, she saw the soil men cart off reeking wicker baskets from the cesspools. Although she had the luxury of a military salary, she owned little but an un-made bed shoved close to the iron stove, on which rested a dented kettle. Its sparseness made its disarray starker, more pathetic. At least it would be easy to pack up tonight.


Una pulled a loose thread on the ratty chaise. In the sickly evening light sneaking past the blinds, Wren could see the cracks in her facade and the exhaustion lurking underneath. “I’m not here to make you feel worse. I thought you’d want some company.”


She did. She always wanted Una’s company, even though it was a special brand of torture to have her here, on this chaise again, taunting her with the memory of what they could never have again.


Wren pressed her knuckles into her stinging eyes. “Goddess above, Una. What were you doing back there? You could have ruined everything you’ve worked for.”


“You’re welcome.”


“Why?”


“It’s my responsibility to keep my subordinates safe and out of trouble.” Although her face was as stark as ever, the strain in her voice betrayed her. Wren didn’t have to push to know Una was thinking of Byers. “And I—Oh no. Don’t. Don’t do that.”


“Sorry. I can’t help it.” Wren scrubbed her face to hide any evidence of her tears. When she looked up again, the world was still soft and hazy. “I’ve got to cry enough for the both of us.”


“Save it. You’ve troubles enough of your own, and I can handle mine.”


“I’m well aware.” Wren pulled the blanket back over her head. “I still don’t understand what I have to do to get her to respect me—or at least not despise me.”


“You could try following orders for a start.” Una paused, her expression softening. “You know there’s nothing you can do. The queen has high expectations, but she’s never intended for you to meet them.”


That was true enough. When Isabel banished Wren to the abbey, she hadn’t expected the military recruiter to come knocking on their gates. With the war’s body count rising, they needed every willing and able healer they could find, young or old. And Wren was more than willing. Since then, the queen had found every way to maintain the distance between them. Wren would never fully grasp why Isabel hated her so much, what unlovable thing lay at the core of her. She was a bastard, yes, a stain on the perfect Southerland line, but they had no other close family but each other. Rather than accept her, Isabel would sooner let some distant cousin swoop in to take the throne when she died heirless.


“What am I supposed to do now?” Wren asked.


“You will wait patiently until I clean up this mess and convince the queen to reinstate you.”


“I can’t be patient doing nothing.”


“Fortunately, you won’t be doing nothing in the meantime. Healing works and prayer and general drudgery, if I recall? I’ve endured your complaints enough to know that much.”


“I’m not joking, Una.”


“Neither am I.” She kicked her feet up onto the armrest. “It’s only a suspension. All things considered, yours is a mild punishment. You should be grateful.”


“Yes, technically it’s mild, but she knew it would hurt me the most. The helplessness is almost worse than the humiliation. I’ll never forgive myself if you get taken, too.”


Una flinched. “I won’t be.”


“How do you know that?”


Una thinned her lips into a grim line.


“Exactly. And in the meantime, what am I to do? Content myself with hours of contemplating the Goddess in her infinite mystery? Or wait for your letters to come like some lovesick housewife?” As Una’s expression grew darker, more distant, Wren homed in on the single infuriating thing within her control. “Get your filthy boots off my chaise.”


“It’s already filthy.”


“Just listen to me,” Wren snapped. “Please.”


Una slowly lowered her feet to the floor and watched Wren through narrowed eyes. “I’m listening.”


“Not three weeks ago, Byers was sitting exactly where you are. We had tea. We chatted. We said goodbye. Everything was so … normal.” She couldn’t scrub the very last image of Jacob Byers from her mind: him, carelessly waving over his shoulder as he walked down the moon-silvered cobblestone street outside her flat. “I can’t go through that again, Una. Especially not if it’s you. I don’t know if I’d survive it.”


“You can’t protect me.” Una’s hand ran along the sheathed blade of her saber. The filigree of the scabbard gleamed cold in the light. “It won’t make a difference if you’re there or not.”


“That’s the least reassuring thing you’ve ever said to me, and that’s saying something.” Una was completely missing the point. But how could Wren ever make her understand something so irrational? That if she stayed behind, the world might crash down. Inside the abbey’s walls, she would be alone, unable to sweep up the pieces.


“The only reassurance I can offer is my word. I will come back for you. I will set this to right.”


“Your word. What good is that?”


“You tell me.”


It meant everything. But it still wasn’t good enough.


Before Wren could respond, Una let out a long sigh, a rueful smile curling on her lips. “I told you I didn’t come here to make it worse. So much for that.”


“It’s a good thing I don’t keep you around to make me feel better.” Wren nudged Una’s knee with her own. “That’s what tea’s for anyhow.”


“Is that a request?”


“Oh, never! You’re my guest. But if you’re offering …”


“Fine,” she said gruffly. “I’ll make you a cup. Black? Why are you staring at me like—Ah, too late for caffeine. Right. Chamomile, then.”


Una moved through her kitchen as if she’d never been away. After almost a year, she still knew exactly where Wren kept the teas—alphabetized, by scientific name, in glass apothecary jars above her sink—and her favorite earthenware mug. The simple tenderness Una showed her in boiling water and measuring out tea leaves nearly destroyed her. It didn’t help that she still wore her full regalia; every time she reached into the cabinets, the medals on her lapels merrily jangled.


Wren really was too soft. And try as she might to stifle it, she was still a little in love with her commanding officer. The worst, most foolish of her feelings. A romantic relationship between a soldier and her superior would get them both court-martialed.


Last year, when the ink was still drying on the armistice, Knockaine became a strange and hazy place at night. Everyone wandered the streets like sleepwalkers. One of those nights, Una appeared on Wren’s doorstep, more fierce and hard-eyed than she’d ever been in the military academy. Sometimes, Wren convinced herself it was a dream: her back hitting the door, Una’s mouth on hers. But she still remembered the exact iron-and-woodsmoke taste of her, the way the jagged scar on her shoulder felt beneath her lips.


Most of all, she would never forget the way Una looked at her the next morning. It still haunted her. Full of regret—maybe even fear. Of course she was afraid; fraternization was a dismissible offence. Beyond that, Una Dryden did not say the word love—not after the war took her family from her. And she most certainly did not talk about her feelings, so Wren was left alone with hers.


A mistake, they had agreed. Seeking comfort in the wrong places.


It would never happen again.


But sometimes, Wren still caught Una’s lingering looks. Sometimes, she worried about the part of her that had turned corrosive. The part of her that hadn’t forgiven Una, that still ached whenever she heard rumors about the civilian girls Una courted.


Una pressed the cup of tea into her hands, and Wren banished her dark mood with the sweet smell of chamomile.


“Thanks.” Wren smiled wanly.


“You still look miserable. Do you want to … talk about it?”


“Uh, no. I think you might combust if I unload all my feelings onto you.”


Una lifted an eyebrow. “Then at least this dump will burn with me.”


Wren shoved her. “Shut up. I just …” Just. It was never so simple. Her throat tightened. “I miss him.”


It was the first time she’d said it aloud, and the admission cracked open the wall she’d constructed around her grief. Memories of Byers fell through, scattered and sharp like the pieces of a dropped vase. His insufferable humming to himself while he worked. That obnoxious, boyish grin he wore whenever he thought he was being particularly clever. The way his eyes glowed with pride when he talked about his brother. Wren wanted their weekly pub nights back. She wanted to listen to him prattle on about the art of flower arranging, a family trade. She wanted him back.


Una cast her eyes to the rippled surface of her tea. “I miss him, too.”


A smile tugged on the corner of Wren’s mouth. “Do you remember that time he was late for morning drills?”


Una laughed, full and unguarded. The sound of it curled up, warm, in Wren’s chest. “How could I not? I can still see Sergeant Huffman’s face turning purple when she saw him try to climb through the window.”


Wren grinned. “He was a complete disaster.”


“You’re both disasters. It’s a true ragtag bunch military HQ assigned me.”


“Lovable ones?”


“Don’t get carried away,” Una muttered. “You’re a disaster, period. But mine.”


Hers. How Wren longed for that to be true. She wanted to reach out to her—wanted to twine their fingers together in that uncomplicated way they used to before.


But Una had gone quiet again, the room somber in the gathering dark of night. “I think constantly about what I could have done differently.”


“You couldn’t have done anything differently. None of this is your fault.”


“His capture may not have been. But I lost our one lead, and because of that, I failed him.” Una had always put so much on herself—too much. More than anything, Wren wished she could take some of that burden from her. But part of what made Una a brilliant soldier and a commander worth following was this. Her unflinching dedication to her subordinates. Her sense of duty above all else.


“You didn’t lose the boy. I did.”


“I could have given you orders. I could have threatened you. I could have stood my ground and taken the queen’s punishment. But I didn’t.” Her voice grew rougher, the notch between her brows deepening. “Now she’s taken my healer.”


“She wouldn’t have if you left it out of the report in the first place.” The words slipped out unbidden. She wished she could take them back, but Una only shook her head.


“I know you wanted more from me. This is all I have.”


“Una …”


The wistful look in her eyes cooled. Once again, Una was her superior officer, imposing in her sharp-shouldered greatcoat and her silver epaulets. “I have orders for you in my absence.”


“I’m not your subordinate anymore, remember?”


Una let out an impatient, almost pleading noise. “Then just promise me something.”


“Anything.”


“Until I regain her favor, stay here. You can’t do anything—”


“Reckless.” Wren knew this for what it was, a second chance she didn’t deserve. But she couldn’t help feeling like it was more like a wound reopened. “I know.”


“Promise me.”


“Fine. I promise.” Wren tore her gaze away to hide the hurt prickling behind her eyes. “When do you leave on your mission?”


Una bowed her head, as if it had grown heavy with relief. “Tomorrow afternoon.”


“Just come back to me in one piece.”


“I will.”


This, here, was how she wanted to hold Una in her mind if this was the last image she’d have of her. Loyal. Almost loving. Wren clung desperately to the small details: the inky spill of her hair over her shoulder, the fire crackling in her amber eyes, the devout solemnity of her voice.


But louder than anything were the words I know you wanted more from me.


She did, but if she could not have her, being at her side had to be enough. Una needed her healer, so Wren would earn her reinstatement. For now, she would prove she could be patient. And when Una came back to her, Wren would sharpen herself into the kind of girl deserving of Isabel’s respect and Una’s trust. The kind of girl who could bring Byers home.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Knockaine was a foul, moody, stinking city. But it was home.


Wren had hoped to commit every detail to memory as she carried her two leather suitcases through the waking streets. But alas, it was winter. As it did every winter morning, a thick fog had rolled off the river and devoured everything in its path. By the end of the day, it would be blackened with soot and smoke from the factories, and the whole city would reek of sulfur. For now, it only reeked of sewage and—


No, it was best not to speculate.


Bare impressions of her surroundings emerged from the fog as she walked. Half-burnt buildings, still unrepaired from the last Vesrian raids a year ago, slumped like drunks in the alleys. Cracked windows leered at her from high above, grimed by the hydrogen sulfide wafting from the fetid wells. Far in the distance, the spires of the North Tower lanced the too-low sky, solid black against heavy gray. It was the only new and unblemished structure for miles.


Wren slipped through the secluded back streets until she crossed the River Muri. Most everyone hated it—for good reason, since its acidity was liable to dissolve nearly anything brave or foolish enough to set foot in it. But Wren harbored an odd affection for the sluggish black waters. It was said the Goddess rose up from the Muri, many lifetimes ago. That queens in the age of heroes found her washing her hair in its shallows. It seemed impossible that anything so foul and unimpressive had witnessed so many legends, but as she leaned over the bridge and found her reflection, Wren swore something stared back from beneath its surface.


With war’s breath hot at her neck, that unfeeling black reminded her too much of Hal Cavendish’s eyes.


Shuddering, she pressed onward, following miles of the Muri’s oil-slick path through the city until it led her past the gates and into an open field. There, mist-veiled and crouched like a gargoyle in the shivering grass, was the abbey that housed the Order of the Maiden. The sight of it struck her as cold as the wind battering her face, stripped her down to a hopeless longing. When she was twelve years old, readying herself to leave for the military academy, she had gathered all her robes and sunk them in the river. Dramatic, admittedly. But it was as good as a promise to herself. She would never come back.


Now, facing down the enormity of it, Wren wondered how she’d ever believed she could escape the abbey’s gravitational pull. Her fingers and shoulders ached from cold and the weight of her luggage. Only another mile to go before she reached the abbey’s gates.


With every step, the Order of the Maiden loomed closer. Its bell towers and turrets scraped the clouds, and the tracery of its massive rose window shimmered like a spider’s web in the gray sunlight. It depicted the face of the Maiden—the first face of the three-headed Goddess alongside the Mother and Crone—with her golden hair woven with wildflowers. Once Wren passed through these doors, nobody but the queen could free her.


I hope you’re as persuasive as you think you are, Una.


She couldn’t bring herself to take another step. These walls could not be her world; she had seen too much beyond them to be content here. Standing in the courtyard, the wind tugging at the hem of her traveling cloak, Wren swore this place remembered her. She could feel it like the chill of a lingering gaze.


Because someone was looking at her.


She snapped her attention to the west gallery, where a dark silhouette waited in a window. Wren staggered back a step—but then, as she let herself focus, she saw who it was.


Mother Heloise.


Dressed in her dark robes and wimple, she held a cracked leather belt loose in her hands. Wren had never felt its sting, although she likely deserved it. She’d never had the constitution for hours of adoration, for reading the borderline erotic devotional poetry of saints. She’d even tried to escape a few times in her first weeks there. But Heloise believed in implied threats. The promise of punishment controlled her students far more effectively than its execution. Lectures, however … Those, she did not hold back.


You have a gift, she would tell Wren in her stern, rattling voice. No family. No faith. No prospects. Only your magic. Will you waste your life here, making mischief and wallowing in self-pity? Or will you make something of yourself?


Heloise had given her an opportunity, a gift more precious than any gem. An education in medicine and magic. And with it, a chance to be valuable. Not a royal bastard hidden away behind the abbey’s walls, but a healer of the Queen’s Guard. Someone who could be useful if she couldn’t be loved.


Now, Heloise stared down the slope of her nose with a look of palpable disappointment. Then she turned away from the window and slunk into the shadowed hallway. Wren flinched as if Mother Heloise had cracked the belt over her knuckles.


Drawing in a steadying breath, she approached the front gate. The stone tympanum perched above it, and all she could see in the weather-beaten carvings were anguished faces and blank eyes upturned to the Goddess. And higher still, the predawn sky was scattered with stars that glittered cold as shards of ice.


Wren rang the bell at the front gate and waited until the wooden doors creaked open. Tried to stand tall as their shadows stretched toward her, inevitable. On the other side was a woman—Sister Mel, who’d caught Wren weeping more times than she cared to admit during her first month there.


“By the Goddess! Is that you, Sister Wren?”


“Yes.” Wren blinked away the sting of tears. She wouldn’t be caught out again. “I’m back.”


The sickbay of the Order of the Maiden echoed with consumptive coughs and groans. On a backless stool, Wren worked on her third patient of the day, a woman sporting a broken wrist. Truly, the universe had a twisted sense of humor—or a sense of cruel justice she had to admire. She’d spent all afternoon trying not to dissolve into hysterical laughter, which seemed to concern her patient some. Even now, her forehead was pleated with worry as Wren worked with her mouth screwed tight.


Awash with the glow of a hundred healing hands, the room seemed to swim with cold candlelight. Rows of beds stretched from wall to wall like pews in the nave. In too many ways, being among them felt like being a child again, the eternal discomfort of her hunched back, the tension in her hands, the infuriating rasp of rough-spun fabric. Her habit, as horrible and itchy as she remembered, was earthy brown. The color represented the symbol of the Goddess’s fundamental mystery, the dirt in which things grew and were buried. Wren, however, simply thought it was ugly.


Acolytes of the Order of the Maiden believed healing to be a divine pursuit. A goodness done so that the Goddess’s favor might magnify threefold. Although she hadn’t lived here in years, memories of her lessons still plagued her: cold stone walls at her back, hard wooden benches beneath her, crumbling theological manuscripts in her hands.


The Goddess has bestowed the world with a gift most holy, the embodiment of her divinity, Saint Gia, the Order’s founder, had written. Immense knowledge—one that, without her light, grows cold. For every step toward understanding our impermanent forms, let us take three steps toward understanding her Mystery.


But Wren had never found comfort in faith. Here, healing was nothing but a grim obligation. Over the past week, when she crawled into bed with her every joint aching from the overuse of her magic, Wren’s older Sisters told her it wasn’t always so awful, so busy.


In three hundred years of war, there had been quiet periods. But devout Queen Isabel had renewed military efforts with an unprecedented fervor, and those left behind still suffered. Honorably discharged soldiers, seeking management for chronic pain. War orphans, wallowing in illness after nights spent in the cold. Common people, injured on the job but unable to quit.


As she worked, Wren felt a familiar prickle on the back of her neck. Staring. Her Sisters’ eyes burned, not always unkindly, with the same question. Why are you here?


The weight of their judgment piled on her shoulders. Maybe she was imagining it, but she swore it felt like pity. It wasn’t exactly undeserved, when her failure would be circulating in every gossip column and tavern in the city by now. She could imagine the headlines now: Paper Queen Isabel finally wearies of keeping her sister’s bastard on the government payroll.


Wren pushed away the bitterness and tried to settle into the familiar process of healing. Tried to find it in herself to feel satisfied, but it was mindless, grueling work. She would go mad with it, the repetition of her days, how the scope of her world coiled around itself smaller and smaller. Yes, she was helping people. But what was treating one man’s gout, one woman’s broken wrist, against countless dying in a war?


This was just so far from what she wanted. So far from where she belonged, tracking down whoever took Byers from her. Whoever might still take Una from her. Even if Una survived and traced the disappearances back to Vesria, war would come. Una would see combat again—without Wren to keep her alive.


No matter what, she thought, I have to be reinstated.


Wren forced a smile for her patient as the glow of the Healing Touch faded from her hands. A weary numbness washed over her in its wake. “Alright. You’re healed.”


“Thank you.” The woman’s eyes were round with wonder. “I can’t ever repay you, Sister.”


Before Wren could reply, gnarled fingers wrapped around her elbow. Wren turned to find Mother Heloise looming over her, a string of wooden prayer beads clanking around her neck. Exactly as Wren remembered, Heloise looked like an angry rook, although time had stolen more of the color from her hair and wrinkled her golden-brown skin. To see her again brought on an emotion Wren couldn’t articulate. This was the woman who had raised her, who had trained her alongside the other apprentices. But there was no joy in this reunion. Only a cool recognition.


Wren could not forget the sight of her retreating back in the window.


As Heloise collected healing magic in her palm, Wren smothered her temper before it sparked. She hadn’t seen Heloise all week, yet here she was, assessing her work as if she were a newly minted apprentice. Apparently satisfied, Heloise let go and rested her hand atop the other on her cane. “Perfect, as always, Sister Wren.” To the woman, she said, “Go in peace.”


As soon as Wren’s patient scrambled out of bed and out of ear-shot, Wren rounded on the old woman. “Not perfect enough. I’m back here, after all.”


“So you are.” At first, it seemed she would leave it at that. She was as cryptic and frustrating as ever. Then Heloise reached into her robe’s deep pocket. “A letter arrived for you this morning.”


Although her swift pivot away from pleasantries stung, hope welled up inside Wren. Perhaps it was from Isabel, a message that she’d changed her mind. But shaking in Heloise’s swollen hands was an envelope as red as an autumn leaf. The spark of excitement fizzled into embarrassment. She didn’t need to look closely to know it did not bear the queen’s seal. Red was far too garish a color for Isabel’s preferred palette of white and only white.


Wren took the letter. Across the front, rendered in elaborate gold leaf, were stag’s antlers, the mark of Cernosian nobility. The strangeness of that struck her like a freight train.


Cernos had the distinct misfortune of existing on the same peninsula as Danu and Vesria, but due to their hostile, mountainous terrain, they had successfully isolated themselves and remained neutral through three centuries of bloody conflict. As a rule, they did not engage with their larger neighbors at risk of provoking cries of favoritism. Rather, they looked beyond the sea for allies. Technology and trade afforded them riches enough to rise above the Danu-Vesrian wars. A necessity for a country that possessed no magic.


Danu had not had official contact with Cernos in … well, a long time. Yet here in Wren’s hungry, shaking hands was her name written in elegant script.


“If you will accept counsel,” Heloise said, “I would advise you to burn it.”


On reflex, Wren clutched the envelope to her chest. “What? Why?”


“Cernos has ignored any request for aid for years. They’ve sat comfortable on their mountains of gold and watched our people bleed. They would not break their silence without a reason—and for them to come to you, a mere girl, disgraced and with no protection? What good could this bring?”


Every word struck true. And yet, this was her decision to make, hers to weigh. “Is that all you’ve come here to say, or are you confirming I haven’t slipped during my time away?”


“I only came to deliver that.” She glared at the letter as if it were cursed. “As for what you do with it, you can make your own judgments. You’re not a child anymore.”


Anger burned behind her eyes, and Wren willed herself not to cry with frustration. Not here. Not when the others were leaning closer to overhear them. Wren lowered her voice to a thin, pressurized whisper. “Am I not, Mother? You haven’t met with me until today. I’ve had no say in what my duties are here. And now I have no say with whom I shall correspond?”


Heloise leveled her with an incredulous but patient frown, which made her feel childish for her outburst. “We all must pay the price for our mistakes.”


Yes, and she was paying the price dearly. If she couldn’t convince the queen to reverse her sentence, she would be trapped here forever while her friends died on the border. “I can’t stay here.”


“Perhaps it would be wise to consider this a new beginning. A blessing from the Maiden. Unless, of course, you would prefer the Severance.”


Due to its risks, healing magic was forbidden outside the clergy or the military. A healer who hoped to live among civilians would face the Severance, a procedure mandated by the Danubian government. Although all healers took a vow of nonviolence, Wren always felt attracted and repulsed by her magic’s gruesome edge. It could open an artery as easily as it could cauterize a wound. It could even impact the fola, veins that carried magical energy throughout the body. With a single snip to the central fola within the heart, the Severance cut a person’s connection to their magic entirely. Wren had poured everything she had into mastering her magic. Without it, she’d be nothing.


“No, Mother,” she said quietly. “I wouldn’t.”


“Good. It’d be a shame to waste your talent. You will find your path here, even if it is not the one you imagined.” Heloise’s eyes fell to the letter in her hands again. “Remember what I advised, Sister. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


As Heloise shuffled out of the sickbay, whatever stifling power she held over the place lifted. Her Sisters returned to work as if they’d never been eavesdropping. The coughing resumed. Wren remembered to breathe again, all her muscles unwinding.


Heloise was right, of course. Now that word was out that Wren had no protection from the royal family, the opportunists, both within and outside Danu’s borders, would come prowling. An heirless queen unnerved the monarchists, and any ambitious noble could use a puppet with a drop of royal blood. The barest shiver of temptation passed through her. Was it better to be locked away in an abbey or an aristocrat’s house?


These are desperate thoughts, she chided herself. If she kept her promise to Una, everything would be fine. The safest thing for her to do was to stay here and toe the line.


Burn the letter. Obey the queen’s orders. Rein in her feelings.


It was only a matter of time before she was reinstated, back on Byers’s case, if not ready to fight a war alongside Una. But with dissatisfaction and fear threatening to consume her, Wren couldn’t convince herself that any of that was true.


In her hands she held a bloodred letter and an ocean of doubt.


In the privacy of her room, Wren smoothed the letter out on her desk like a specimen ready for dissection. It was signed Lord Alistair Lowry III, and all at once, her mood soured. Of all the Cernosian nobility to write her, of course it would be the man whose name once appeared in every gossip column. His people might have refused all contact with Danu, but the rest of the world was all too eager to leak news from Cernos. Their latest inventions, their most extravagant fashions—which spawned cheap knockoffs that flooded Danubian ballrooms each season—and of course, their courtiers’ latest scandals.


Alistair Lowry was widely, and perhaps rightly, considered to be something of a buffoon. The quintessential aristocrat, he wanted for nothing and had few ambitions beyond sleeping with beautiful people, writing middling poetry, and drinking fine spirits. In short, he was a useless dandy—or, at least, he had been. In the last year, speculations about his health and finances had replaced the accounts of his lavish parties. He’d simply vanished from the Cernosian social scene, as if he’d lost interest in it all overnight.


Strange, all of it. But nothing more so than this letter. Despite his waning stardom, he was still one of the biggest celebrities in Cernos, and Wren was nobody. What could someone like Alistair Lowry have to offer her? With curiosity overcoming her, she peeled open the envelope as if preparing to trigger a trap. Meticulous looping handwriting shone in dark ink on the page.




Dear Ms. Southerland,


I hope this letter finds you well. Let me begin by saying that I reach out to you with the greatest humility. Your reputation as a healer and a surgeon precedes you. But before I prattle on about my great admiration of your profession, let me first arrive at the point. I am in desperate need of your talents.


A sickness has decimated my staff, and just when I believed it had finished with me, my favorite servant fell gravely ill. I’d be absolutely gutted if he succumbed to it, and I’m already quite beside myself. While the local healers have done the best they can, they still have no idea how to cure him. Granted, this high in the mountains, it’s quite isolated (and isolating!). I find myself wondering what good any of our advancements are if they can’t save lives; all anyone seems to care about here is engineering. A horrible bore, believe me.


When I began inquiring about Danubian physicians, your name came up time and time again. I am not a man who believes in coincidences. Hence, this letter. What I propose is this: Come work for me. I will house you and entertain you when I can. You will treat his illness, and when he’s well, I’ll reward you however you please. While I am happy to send you on your way with wheelbarrows full of cash and my undying gratitude, I’ll be candid. I’ve heard of your, shall we say, misfortune, and I believe I can help you.
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