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PROLOGUE


[image: Image Missing]he soldiers came early that morning. I woke in the chill before dawn to my mother’s touch on my arm. “Sophy, get up. Put on your boots.”


I rubbed my eyes. I wanted to go back to sleep. I was tired of running and being cold and hungry—though at first, when we had slipped out of our rooms in Barrody in the middle of the night, it had seemed like an adventure. The king of Eren’s soldiers had not seemed like a real threat. I thought we’d go home to my grandmother with stories about our escapades, but we only kept running—and somehow more than a year passed. Food grew thin; my clothes did, too. Now I dreamed of real beds and a fire that actually kept me warm. I longed for my friends and the home I once had; those memories haunted me every day.


Ma stroked the hair back from my forehead. “Sweet girl, get up. I have a job for you.”


I squinted open one eye. A job for me? I was almost eight and I was dying to prove myself as bold a rebel as my mother. All the same, I pretended nonchalance. “How much do I get paid?”


She managed the flicker of a smile, ghostly in the half-dark. “I need you to take a message to Duke Ruadan.”


I bolted upright with a squeal. “Me?”


“Shh.” Ma reached into the pocket of her waistcoat. She pressed a cool, hard object into my hand. Its metal chain trailed between my fingers; I felt instinctively for the clasp.


“I’m supposed to take him Pa’s locket?”


My mother did not speak. She took my head in her hands and kissed me, once—resoundingly—on the forehead. Then she hugged me tight. I felt her heart pounding against my ear. The stifled noise in her throat. I knew then that whatever Ma wanted, it would not be an adventure. I knew it would leave an ache in the space beneath my breastbone—an ache I knew too well, by now.


“You’re a strong girl, Sophy.” Ma’s voice was rough, huskier than usual. “Promise me you’ll take this to the duke. You’ll go all the way to Cerid Aven and not look back.”


“How am I going to find you after?” I couldn’t help the thin plea in my voice.


She paused. “I’ll come after you.”


“You promise?”


“Yes, sweetheart. I promise.”


I hugged her tighter, and for a moment she returned my clasp. Then she pulled out of my arms, clambering down the ladder to the barn below, her boot heels ringing on the wood.


I swallowed hard and draped the necklace over my head. I had never worn it before, despite numerous pleas, and I marveled at how it settled into the hollow of my chest. A steadying weight, like my mother’s touch—or my father’s. The locket held a piece of his hair, a ruddy gold, tied up with a black ribbon. I knew, because I’d harassed my mother into showing it to me any number of times, since she refused to offer me his name or any further details about him. “I’ll tell you when you’re older,” she’d say, and I’d roll my eyes and groan—not that it ever made any difference.


But now I was taking his locket to the duke—which must mean there was a secret message inside. Maybe the duke knew my father, and he was going to take me to him.


I put on my boots. I was already sleeping in my clothes—the same ones I’d been wearing for several months, since that woman in the hill town gave me the hand-me-downs that had once belonged to her son. The trousers were starting to get tight around my hips, but the coat sleeves still dangled, dirty, over my hands. Beneath me, in the lower part of the barn, a cow lowed, and the whispers of our rebel friends filtered through the dark. I clambered down the ladder, warming to the idea of carrying the locket. I was going to prove myself worthy. Then they wouldn’t sing songs only about Mag Dunbarron, but about her daughter, Sophy, too.


And maybe someone would give me a new change of clothes.


My mother and the other rebels were gathered in a circle toward the front of the barn. They’d opened the doors and fog seeped in, purling around their shoulders. They’d been talking quietly, but stopped as I approached.


“Ready to head out, Sophy?” Jock asked. His voice strained over the words.


They must all be afraid of sending me alone to Cerid Aven, where the duke lived. In truth, I was scared, too, but I wasn’t about to let anyone see it—especially not my mother, who was the bravest person in the world. I widened my stance. “Of course I am!”


Something flickered in his eyes, but I couldn’t see what it was in the dimness. “Goodbye, then,” he said. He kissed my forehead.


“Be careful, Sophy.” That was Ethna. She, too, kissed my forehead.


The other rebels came forward one by one to kiss me and say goodbye—a dozen people with cold hands and sad eyes. My initial flush of pride began to shrink into something cold and scared. Maybe I wasn’t being sent to be brave, but I didn’t know why else I’d be sent away.


At last the goodbyes were done, and Ma led me out of the barn, into the fog, my hand tight in hers.


The last of my bravery slipped away. “I wish you could come with me,” I whispered.


I heard her swallow. “I’ll come after you, sweetheart. I promised, didn’t I?”


We were silent, then, as we approached the edge of town, where small gaps showed through the wooden walls. The fog hid the soldiers’ lights from us, but I smelled the smoke from their campfires, and heard an eerie jingle, like a horse’s harness.


Ma paused beside the wall, her fingernails digging into my shoulder. “Once you reach the edge of camp, there’s a path marked by a stone cairn. Follow it to the next cairn, and the next, and the next. You should reach Cerid Aven tomorrow, or the day after. You have hardtack?”


I nodded, waiting for her to give me a lecture about drinking only clean water. But she only said, “You’ll make it.”


I don’t know if she really believed it, or only hoped.


“But how—” I began.


A creak sounded on the other side of the wall, shivering into the dark air. My heart surged. Ma hugged me tight—so tight I heard the sharp inhale and exhale of her breathing. She whispered, “Are you ready to be brave?”


The question she always asked me. The answer was always yes.


Although the truth was usually no.


“Yes,” I whispered, even though fear tumbled liquid and hot through my limbs.


Something crunched on the other side of the wall, and I shuddered. There was a soft tap on the wood. My head jerked up, and my mother breathed against my cheek. “Go!”


I didn’t want to go. I clung to her until she peeled my arms off and nudged me to the ground. My lips were trembling. Tears gathered in my eyes, but I had to be brave. My mother demanded it, and I couldn’t let her down.


I crawled through the gap in the wall.


Rough hands grasped my wrists. The gap was low; I tasted dirt in my mouth. A man, little more than a silhouette in the fog, pulled me onto my feet. I caught the motion as he put a finger to his lips. Gestured to something behind him.


I stepped over to it, still shaking, numb with the shock of actually leaving my mother. My fingers met cold metal. A wheelbarrow. The man’s hands closed on my waist, and I sucked in a panicked breath as he boosted me up. My shoe hit the metal with a resounding ping, bell-like in the fog. I jumped but the man didn’t startle.


He settled me down in the bottom of the wheelbarrow, and I curled there with my knees tucked up to my chin. The man squeezed my shoulders, as if to reassure me. Then he unfurled a nubby blanket and threw it over me, and I was breathing hard in stuffy darkness, my heartbeat a crimson drum in my ears. I never got a good look at the man’s face.


Several heavy objects settled on top of me. I smelled the pungent, sweet odor of new-cut wood. So he was pretending to gather fuel for their fires. The wheelbarrow tipped, jamming my feet below the rest of me, and we began to move.


At first I couldn’t hear anything over the creaking wheels and the fear pulsing in my blood. Then there was a voice—in Ereni!—and white terror erupted through me, so bright I almost wet my too-tight trousers. But the man didn’t stop. More voices passed overhead, a din of Ereni, and I shook in the bottom of the wheelbarrow, wondering if one of them belonged to the Butcher of Novarre.


The man kept on, and the voices faded. My chin jolted against my knees as we bumped over rough ground. Then suddenly I was lowered. The barrow stopped. The weights came off me, and the man ripped the blanket away.


He leaned over me. “You have two minutes. There’s a trail at the base of the ridge. Get out and go!”


Then he was gone. I sat up in time to glimpse his retreating back.


I hauled myself out of the wheelbarrow, my legs shaking and buckling. I was going to be spotted by the Butcher of Novarre; I could feel it in my bones. I would be shot.


I forced myself to look around. The man had told me I had minutes, and I needed them. I wanted to live.


I was in a clearing beneath a forested ridge. A rock cairn marked the path between two trees. I forced my wobbling legs into motion and ran to the rock cairn that marked the narrow track. I charged uphill over roots and stones, my lungs burning. Near the top of the ridge, another cairn marked a turn deep into the woods. I looked back one last time, but I’d gone so far I could barely even see the Ereni camp. Only the faint whiff of smoke reminded me of what I’d left behind—that, and the locket pressing against my chest.


MY MOTHER HAD trained me well. I could walk all day, with only short stops for water and a bite of hardtack. I’d learned to manage without much food. Even through a haze of exhaustion and fear, I knew how to keep going. At night, I knew not to light a fire but to make myself a bed out of dry pine needles.


I lay awake all night, all the same, touching my chest where the locket covered the empty hollow in my heart. Wondering why Ma had sent me away. Feeling small in the hugeness of the dark woods. I whispered words to comfort myself. The old poem about Wildegarde, the first steward of the land, and Aline, the queen of Caeris.




From the mountains beyond the moon, nursed by dragons, Wildegarde came—down to the court of Queen Aline. The queen did not know what to make of such a woman, her hands and legs covered in leaves as a tree is. She said, “Who are you? Why have you come?” and Wildegarde answered, “I am the breath of the mountains, the whisper of the waters, the swift passing of a bird, the hollows within the hills. I have come for you. I have come so we can make a song together.”





I must be brave, I told myself. Brave, like Aline. Like the queens of old.


By dawn, I was ready to go again. The path clung to shadowy forests, only occasionally crossing farm fields and nearing towns, and I took care that no one noticed me. A second night passed much the same as the first, though exhaustion forced me to sleep. I began to wonder if I’d missed a turn; if I wasn’t really headed for Cerid Aven but to Eren and all the dangers that lurked in the south.


When I ran out of hardtack around noon, I started to cry. Why had Ma sent me out like this? I wasn’t brave. I was just a scared little girl, with aching feet and an empty stomach.


But scared as I was, I was still Mag Dunbarron’s daughter. I made myself stop crying and walked on, passing the rocky shoulder of a high limestone hill that jutted far overhead. The forest had turned to a woods full of enormous old oaks, their trunks five times my size. I’d lost track of the rock cairns, and the path I was on seemed well trampled. I should get off it, find somewhere more secure. Except where was I supposed to go? I was so lost, and so frightened.


The edge of a pale-gray building came into sight ahead.


I slowed, my heart thudding in my hollow chest. The path had brought me here, but was this Cerid Aven, as my mother had promised? And how would I know? It wasn’t as if there were a big sign out front, proclaiming my destination. Yet I had clearly arrived at a wealthy person’s mansion. The building stretched into a series of fine, many-paned windows, and sculpted gardens cupped it, studied and elegant. If Duke Ruadan lived anywhere, it must be here.


I edged closer. There was a woman out in the gardens. She wore a blue coat over a pale-yellow gown, and her hair was piled up in a dark, lustrous mound atop her head, the way I remembered ladies in the city doing theirs. She was humming, patting her hand against her thigh in rhythm. Even though she was making music, something about her seemed unaccountably sad.


I tried not to make a sound, but she must have felt my gaze on her back. She turned and saw me.


For a moment, we both stared at each other, frozen.


“Who are you?” she demanded. The edge of an accent warmed her voice, and though it wasn’t Ereni, I didn’t know what it was. Maybe I had wandered off the very edge of the map.


“Is this Cerid Aven?” I asked, my voice high-pitched. If it wasn’t, I’d run. I could run faster than this woman in her fine gown, I knew it.


“You’re a girl,” she said, and the sadness in her intensified. She held out her hand. “What are you doing out here, child?”


I asked my question again. “Is this Cerid Aven?”


She nodded.


Relief burst through me in huge, cartwheeling warmth. I actually swayed and almost fell onto my knees. The woman started toward me, her face worried. But I had a job to do. “I have a message for Duke Ruadan.”


“A message? But you’re barely …” She shook her head. “Caerisians.” She took my arm, and I let her, because her touch was gentle and she looked so worried, the way my mother had looked when I’d fallen on that rock and sprained my ankle once. “I can take you to Ruadan. I’m his wife, Teofila.”


“Oh,” I said. That explained the accent—she came from Baedon, across the narrow strait. It also explained why she was sad. The king had taken away her daughter Elanna, who was only a little younger than me. “My name is Sophy Dunbarron.”


As we went inside, I glimpsed my face in the windowpane. It was thin, with huge, staring eyes. My hair hung in dirty ropes beneath my hat. I looked like a beggar. A vagrant.


Teofila led me over fine carpets, past statues and paintings, calling out to well-dressed servants to bring tea and food and the duke. She took me to a big room full of cozy furniture the same yellow as her skirt and stood me in front of the fire. I had never felt anything so glorious. I thought I was going to melt into a puddle there on Duke Ruadan’s soft wool rug.


Then I opened my eyes and a tall, sharp-eyed man was coming into the room. He gave Teofila a questioning look.


“This is Sophy,” she said. “She—”


I widened my stance. I’d come all this way, and I had one job. I lifted my chin and addressed Duke Ruadan myself. “I have a message for you from Mag Dunbarron.”


Ruadan looked startled. He exchanged a glance with Teofila. “Mag? Are you her daughter? Where is she?”


Duke Ruadan knew my mother by name? I wanted to melt again, though at the same time nothing seemed more natural. My mother was a force of nature; the queen of the rebels. Of course the duke who’d tried to lead a rebellion knew her. “She was in the village of Marose a few days ago.”


“Marose,” Ruadan repeated. Again, his gaze flicked to his wife.


I reached for my locket and pulled it over my head. “This is for you.”


Wordlessly, he opened the locket. But only the single, inch-long strand of red-gold hair slipped from it, still bound tightly with a black ribbon. It fell to the carpet at my feet.


I stared at it. There was no message. No carefully folded paper with a secret missive from my mother. “It’s my father’s,” I said.


Teofila crouched beside me. She handed the hair to Ruadan, and touched my cheek. “Sophy, are you sure your mother was in Marose?”


I nodded. I couldn’t escape the feeling I’d been cheated.


She drew in a breath. Ruadan was watching us, but Teofila didn’t take her eyes off me. “It’s just that we’ve had some terrible news from Marose this morning. The Butcher of Novarre had the town surrounded.”


“I know! I had to escape in a wheelbarrow.”


Teofila gripped my hands. “So you were there when it burned?”


My mouth dropped open. The hope that had been fluttering in me stilled and died. I whispered, “Burned?”


“Yes.” She held me harder, but did not spare me the truth. “Your mother must have sent you to safety. The whole village was burned to the ground, along with everyone in it. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”


Air whined in my ears. I was more numb than I had been when I climbed from the wheelbarrow. I couldn’t comprehend it. Everyone, dead? The rebels, the villagers? The cows?


The duke crouched beside Teofila. He reached out, touching his fingers to my chin. I looked up at him, and I knew then that he’d known my mother, because there was winter in his eyes the way there was winter in my heart. But there was also something else. Hope.


“You don’t have a message,” he said. “You are the message.”


Teofila looked at him sharply.


“She’s the future of Caeris,” he told her. “Sophy,” he said to me, with an urgency I didn’t understand, “did Mag ever tell you who your father was?”


I shook my head.


The duke gripped my shoulder. He held the locket out to me. “This hair belongs to Euan Dromahair, the rightful king of Caeris. He’s your natural father, Sophy.”


I glanced uncertainly at Teofila. Her lips were pressed together, but she nodded at me. It wasn’t entirely reassuring. My father, the man who should be king? It didn’t make sense. And yet, knowing my mother, I believed it.


“And if he doesn’t come to Caeris to claim his throne,” the duke continued, “or if his son doesn’t, do you know who will?”


“Who?” I whispered.


Ruadan Valtai looked into my eyes, searchingly, as if he were trying to find the backbone of a queen. “You.”


And I knew then that I must be brave, alone.




CHAPTER ONE


[image: Image Missing]uadan is gone now, executed on the steps of the Tower in Laon, and all I am left with, in the cold light of dawn, is memories. And a creeping doubt about whether I can possibly become the queen he raised me to be.


There’s a soft noise outside my tent. The mountain women who form my queen’s guard shift on the other side of the flap but don’t seem alarmed, so I guess who it must be.


I throw on my riding habit and step out just as Elanna goes by, a slight figure bundled in an overlarge greatcoat, curls of chestnut hair escaping over its worn collar. As usual, she seems oblivious to my presence. I follow her out into the gray-green dawn. Light softens the rough tents that make up our run-down camp above the river Ard, near a town called Tavistock. Across the wide, rocky water, mingling with the fog, smoke drifts from the Tinani camp where King Alfred’s troops are waking to begin their latest offensive. They should have no idea that the Butcher of Novarre is here, along with Elanna and myself—or at least, I hope they don’t. The Butcher keeps claiming our ranks are littered with spies loyal to the Ereni nobles who fled the kingdom after our rebellion, and who now have the ears of King Alfred of Tinan. I’ve heard no rumors that they wish to reinstate Loyce Eyrlai, so maybe they’re simply working against us out of spite. Given the narrow-minded thinking of some of my ministers, I wouldn’t be surprised.


The guards on the edge of camp acknowledge El, but—as usual—no one seems to take much notice of me. Despite my greater height and brilliant red coat, the people only have eyes for their Caveadear. I might as well be invisible.


We leave the guards behind, though. El doesn’t want anyone to witness her weakness.


At the top of the bluff, overlooking the river, she pauses, and I step up beside her. Softly, I say, “Can I help?”


She casts me a tight, skeptical look. She’s been angry with me ever since I encouraged Jahan to go to Ida and argue our case before the emperor of Paladis, but now she simply seems condescending. “No, Sophy. There’s nothing you can do.”


I swallow down a pulse of frustration. As if she needs to remind me, again, that she possesses sorcery and I don’t. That she is the real leader of Eren and Caeris, the one they truly respect, and I am not. That she is Ruadan’s real daughter, and I am merely the one he replaced her with. As soon as she returned to Caeris, our rebellion and our lives became all about her. She is the Caveadear, the steward of the land, the future of Eren and Caeris. She’s the hope of the kingdom, the symbol of magic reemerging throughout the world.


I am the backup. A would-be Aline to her earth-shaking Wildegarde. The second choice—the girl who took her father’s throne when her dead half brother could not, and whose father has never once acknowledged her existence. Who took the throne, in some ways, because she knew her mother would expect it, encourage it, if she still lived.


I’m not proud of how I feel. I remind myself that I love El like a sister. But like a sister, I wish she would learn how to share. And take me seriously.


She’s already descending the steep trail down to the river—a spot she picked out yesterday, when the Butcher insisted a display of her magic would put the terror of the gods into the Tinani and destroy their current offensive.


I’m more worried about it destroying El.


There’s a scrape behind me. Rhia Knoll hops up through the fog, alert despite the tiredness pinching her eyes. I can feel my own exhaustion mirroring hers. As usual, a frown puckers her black eyebrows, belying her delicate features. She tugs the collar of her dark-blue coat up to her ears. The wind is sweeping down from the north, bringing the coldness of the still-snowcapped mountains in the Tail Ridge, though we’re in the north of Eren, several days’ travel from the peaks.


Rhia peers toward the foggy river. “Is she down there?”


I gesture with my chin. El has reached a rocky shelf above the water. She’s just visible through the fog, her old greatcoat rendering her shapeless.


Even though she frustrates me, I’m worried about her. Rhia and I might be tired, but Elanna’s exhaustion seems so deep it runs into the marrow of her bones—and into the land itself. The Butcher wanted her to perform this feat of magic at high noon, for the world to see, as if she could merely snap her fingers and burst the dam upstream that will flood the Ard. And perhaps, in the days after she woke the land, she could. Now, though, her magic is tired and so is she. I’m afraid she won’t be able to swamp the Tinani camp, and if we have to fight this battle with guns and men and horses, we’re going to lose. Tinan’s being supplied by the empire of Paladis; they have more manpower and more guns. And it’s not been our forces that have stopped the Tinani crossing the river, despite the Butcher’s attempts to impress his superior generalship upon everyone. Elanna’s the one who has stopped them, time and again.


She needs help. A respite. Something. Yet I’m too afraid to suggest she rest. We all are.


“Are you feeling better?” Rhia asks me.


I inadvertently touch my fingertips to my stomach, then stuff my hands into the pockets of my coat. “I don’t know what you mean.”


She eyes me. “Don’t be cagey with me, Dunbarron. You looked green all last month. Father thought someone was poisoning you.”


“Oh, that.” I attempt nonchalance. “Something I picked up in Laon—stomach sickness. Everyone had it.”


Rhia raises an eyebrow but shrugs. I slowly release my breath. Rhia remained on the border the last time I went to the capital, so how would she know I’m lying? Besides, for all I know, people have been ill; it’s that time of year.


All the same, the temptation to tell her the truth presses against the back of my throat. We’re alone on the bluff—or as alone as we’re going to get—and the weight of this secret is pulling me down. I feel the need to confess like a hand between my shoulder blades. But I know what Rhia Knoll will say. She’ll tell me I’m being a fool in more ways than one. There’s only one solution for this problem, and Rhia won’t have any trouble telling me what it is.


Am I being a fool?


Of course I am. I know it, but I have no other choice. At least, not one that will let me sleep at night. Ruadan used to say that we are defined by the decisions we make, and that the larger the choice, the more we must face it head-on, clear-eyed. I made this choice; I can’t pretend, even to myself, that it was an accident.


But sometimes I wish Ruadan had said something else. That we are more than the sum of our decisions.


I fold my arms, unable to confess, and neither of us says much. The fog’s beginning to burn away as Elanna sits motionless on the shelf below us, giving no indication she’s aware of our presence. The cold seeps into my bones.


“Queen Sophy!”


I turn. A runner is coming up the hillside from our camp. “You have a visitor,” he pants.


I look past him, toward the rough, fraying tents the Butcher insisted on using, trying to disguise the fact that not only is he here, but El, Rhia, and I are, too. Our intelligence intercepted the Tinani plan to cross here, north of Tavistock, and now we can only hope that information was accurate. I wonder if the two new arrivals who have appeared outside the command tent—two men, from the looks of it, on black horses, though I can’t make out their faces from here—have anything to do with that. The Butcher’s come out to greet them; I recognize his bandy-legged silhouette.


“There’ll be hot coffee down there,” Rhia says. She’s been obsessed with the stuff since she first had it in Laon a few months ago. Now, true to form, she charges off toward camp. The messenger hesitates between her and me.


I glance down the slope, toward El. She’s still unmoving. To all appearances, she’s unaware that we’re even up here.


With a sigh, I follow the messenger and Rhia toward the command tent.


The men have gone inside by the time I arrive, along with Rhia, who’s standing in front of a silver coffeepot with a look of sweet bliss on her usually ornery face. “Here, Sophy.” She thrusts a cup at me. “It’ll do you wonders.”


One of the new arrivals swings around: a wiry dark-haired young man in a coat of green Caerisian wool. “Soph! I mean … Your Majesty,” he corrects himself, doubling over into a low bow.


I smile down at the top of his head. “Alistar.” For once, his hair isn’t in spikes, but lies flat in soft brown waves. My fingers twitch.


He looks up at me, with a grin on his narrow mischievous face, and his eyes spark in a familiar way. “You look well.”


I claim the cup of coffee from Rhia and smirk at him over the rim. But then out the corner of my eye, I catch sight of the Butcher’s disapproving scowl and sigh. Some people—Rhia, for instance—don’t care that Alistar and I are together, but I know from past conversations that the Butcher considers my relationship with Alistar a disgrace to my crown. Maybe this is just because he hates to see other people having feelings, not to mention affection, but enough other people seem to agree with him that I’ve become self-conscious. I can already feel the weight of his stare.


I give Alistar a stern glance. “What are you doing here?” I ask, striving to sound businesslike and not as if his knowing smile is unraveling me. “I thought you were evacuating the people from Tavistock.”


It’s the other new arrival who speaks, his light voice Ereni-accented. “I’m afraid I interrupted Master Connell’s work.” He bows. “Your Majesty.”


I finally look beyond Alistar and startle. His companion is a young man with cropped auburn hair and a fox’s clever face. Philippe Manceau, the minister of public works.


“Lord Philippe,” I say, and though I know my tone is starved of warmth, I can’t change it. “What are you doing here?”


Again, he bows—an insistence on etiquette that sets my teeth on edge. “The ministers wished me to observe the Caveadear’s use of magic in person. I prevailed on Master Connell to guide me here.”


“I was coming this way anyhow,” Alistar says gruffly. I can tell the Master Connelling is putting his back up.


I study Philippe Manceau, the Count of Lylan. He’s the only man in the tent—in the entire camp—not in uniform or at least wearing a sash to show his allegiance to Eren and Caeris. Instead he’s in dark, somber colors, like a banker who’s gotten lost on his way to examine an investment. I don’t need to ask which ministers decided, independently, that they needed to send a representative to check up on me. The Ereni are always doing things like this, to quietly remind me that, as far as they’re concerned, I’m still on probation.


Philippe gestures toward the river. “Who can resist an opportunity to see the steward of the land in action?”


“I can think of a few,” I remark. Half of the people in my Ereni cabinet openly distrust magic—and, by extension, Elanna. They were elected, so I can’t simply throw them out, but we all know they bought those votes. We may have brought elections to Eren, but even though most commoners seem to approve of my rule, the wealthy still control their lands—and, thus, many people’s choices.


And some of those nobles are still angry that we overthrew the Eyrlais. Philippe, I suspect, is one of them, though he’s never said anything overtly against me.


The Butcher of Novarre intervenes. “You’ll see, Lord Philippe. If all goes according to plan, the Tinani will no longer pose much of a threat to Eren at all.”


“Let us pray to the gods that this is the case,” Philippe says.


“Who needs gods when we have the Caveadear?” Rhia says. She’s drunk a second cup of coffee and seems to be vibrating slightly.


I exchange a glance with Alistar. “Let’s go down to the river.”


DOWN BY THE shore, Elanna raises her arms. We all fall silent, watching her. She looks so small down there. A hush lifts from her, so strange and tremulous even I can feel it. My skin itches. I rub the back of my neck. I may not be a sorceress, but sometimes—often, lately—my body reacts when magic is performed nearby.


Philippe turns his head toward me, and I force myself still. At least Rhia and Alistar are also here. A loud clatter echoes from the Tinani camp, then all falls into silence like an indrawn breath. It extends and extends. The sunlight glimmers on the water. The weight of it tugs through the reeds along the shore. On the other side, some Tinani have come down and are staring across at us, gesturing.


Pressure pulses behind my eyelids. There’s a rushing in my ears. I stumble, my body flushing with heat, my head swimming and my stomach churning—


Philippe catches me against his arm. “Are you ill?”


“I—”


Water erupts down the river. A surge of it, swelling and overflowing the reeds on the banks. Shouts rise from the Tinani camp. They’re on a curve, and the river is naturally pouring into their camp—but I can hardly hear them over the roaring in my ears. My coat seems to be strangling me. I fling out a hand—someone grasps it—but I’m blinded, my ears filled with a sweep of verdant sound—a kind of music that rises, trembling, through the layers and fissures of the land, caught on the current of the great black river. It splits through the earth’s inertia, a driving green force that transforms everything in its wake. I’m shaking, dizzy—


My knees fetch up against a rock. An arm cups my back. Alistar is hugging me to his chest; his face blurs, and then my eyes focus. His eyebrows are pinched. With worry?


“You’re ill, Soph,” he says.


I shake my head. “I’m fine.”


I’ve never felt Elanna’s magic before. Not like that. I’ve seen it, and felt the tremble of tree roots skimming the earth, but I’ve never heard it in my own body, as if it were a part of me. As if it were a song so powerful, it mingled with my very blood.


I’m still light-headed. Rhia and Philippe are hovering anxiously behind Alistar’s shoulders. When Rhia says, “Put your head between your knees,” I do.


Or at least I try. My stomach bulks up, in my way. I jerk back, glancing down at the overlarge twill waistcoat—once Ruadan’s, for he was taller than me—that I’ve been wearing for weeks over my increasingly muddy riding skirt. Its plain brown buttons seem to stare back at me, innocent.


Alistar crouches beside me. “Sophy, breathe. It’s all right. What happened?”


“I’m fine. Don’t let anyone else see.”


“No one’s watching but us. Are you all right? Should I call a doctor?”


“No—”


Above us, Rhia tenses. She screams. “Elanna!”


I lift my head, but another wave of nausea rolls through me. This shouldn’t be happening. The nausea left me weeks ago. All the same, my stomach feels as if it’s doubling over on itself. I press my hands to my cheeks. My face feels cold and clammy.


“Where’s El?” I manage.


Philippe has also tensed, rocking up onto his toes. He shouts. “Caveadear!”


Rhia sprints away, leaping over the lip of rock onto the narrow path. I force myself upright. Alistar’s leaning forward, past Philippe. He sucks in a breath. Swears. Whatever he sees galvanizes him, too. “Elanna!” He leaps up, then pauses. He points at me. “Stay here, Soph.”


He charges down the steep trail, Philippe at his heels. I crawl forward on my hands and knees. The nausea is passing. My ears are clearing.


A bell rings over the water—a quivering, grasping sound.


Witch hunters. My whole body jolts with sudden, white fear. They found us—they found El. I stare across the water, willing them to come into view. But the fog, rather than clearing, is gathering more densely over the river. I can only just make out movement on the opposite bank.


There’s a noise below me—a grunt. I look down, and I see her. I see them.


Below me, a man is running down along the bank’s edge. He wears simple, dark clothes—they’re wet, I realize, as if he got caught in the flooding water. Another man hurries behind him. My heart turns over. These aren’t our men; they must be Tinani. But how did they even get here over the flooding river?


Unless they knew El was going to be here. They could have crossed over, somewhere upstream where the river narrows, before dawn.


Or they could have been here much longer. They could have been put into place long before we arrived; they could have been waiting for this moment. And the intelligence the Butcher intercepted, about the Tinani being here …


The first man jumps over a rock. He’s almost reached her. “El!” I scream. Alistar and Philippe are still too high up. Rhia has had to slow on the steep bank, still more than a man’s height above El. One of the assailants reaches for El’s arm—she dodges him, but the other is coming up, and—


She slips. The rushing water catches her. She’s swept off her feet. Her hat falls off. Black water billows up her greatcoat.


Then the water sweeps Elanna under. Downstream.


The men race after her along the bank. Behind them, Rhia takes a flying leap and dives into the water after El.


I’m running. Running after Alistar and Philippe, down to the shore. “El!” I scream.


The land loves her. She can control the flood and where the river’s sweeping her. Can’t she?


Downstream, her head pops back up, wet and sleek as a seal. The current is driving her toward the opposite bank. She thrashes, but it makes no difference. She doesn’t know how to swim. Rhia seems to—she’s making headway toward El, at any rate—but now the roaring river’s caught them both. They’re sweeping away from us at impossible speed.


And the assailants are still running along the bank—downstream to the ford, no doubt. Shouts echo from the opposite bank, still shrouded in fog, over the roaring water. We’re all being followed.


Ahead, Alistar’s flinging off his coat as he runs. Philippe pumps his arms. I manage not to trip on the rock scree. “Downstream!” I shout as I barrel between the men. “Go downstream!”


We’re all running together now, along the marshy shore, my feet catching in pockets of mud and moss-slimed rocks. El’s and Rhia’s heads flash above the black water. The next moment, El disappears again. Rhia shouts, for all the good that does. The two men have vanished around the curve in the river.


We charge through the marsh, past drowning trees, onto a rock spit of land jutting into the river. Water surges over my shoes, drenching my stockings, weighing down my skirts and the heavy wool of my coat.


An arm reaches out of the water far ahead of us, just visible through the dense fog, on the opposite bank. El’s head follows. She drags herself up through the muck, a small, distant figure. Rhia swirls past her with an echoing cry, thrashing toward the shore.


“I’m going after them.” Alistar tugs off his boots.


“So am I,” Philippe begins.


There’s a shout behind us—the Butcher charging through the trees toward us, shouting for us to stay back. He points toward the opposite bank.


I turn, squinting. The fog is still too thick, but again I hear shouts.


I’m defenseless. Weaponless. The queen of Eren and Caeris, standing bareheaded on the riverbank.


And the Caveadear and the daughter of the warden of the mountains are trapped in enemy territory.


But I was the girl who slipped under the Butcher’s nose.


Alistar’s already splashing deep into the water. He knows how to swim; we used to challenge each other to see who could hold their breath longest in the clear, cold pool beneath the Sentry Rock at Cerid Aven. He flings himself forward with sure strokes.


On the opposite bank, El’s clambered up, staggering as she vanishes through the fog into marsh grass. She seems to be heading for Rhia, who’s also made it to shore, though much farther downstream.


The fog, rather than lifting, drifts more thickly from the river. Elanna’s disappeared completely into it now. As I watch, it swallows Alistar, too. Maybe it’s El’s doing—to hide us, to save herself.


The thought galvanizes me. I grab Philippe’s elbow; he’s hesitant to get in the water. Maybe he can’t swim. “This way!” I say. We run along the bank, staggering over downed trees and the long grass hiding soft, watery holes. Mist gathers around our ankles, growing thicker and thicker over the river. We are swaddled in white. There’s little noise but my breathing in my ears and the rush of Philippe’s and my footsteps. Behind and to our right, soft whistles fly through the woods—the Butcher and his men communicating our location. He must be heading for the ford half a mile downstream, and so are El, Alistar, and Rhia.


And the men who sneaked onto the bank.


The Butcher may be able to deal with them—if Philippe and I can distract the Tinani, even for just a few minutes.


“We need a diversion,” I tell Philippe between gasps for breath. “We need to make them think El went the opposite way.”


What would my mother do? What did she do, when I was a child?


The fog twines thick around us. White, muffling. Disorienting, even on land, but especially on water.


“How far can you throw?” I ask Philippe.


“A rock?” He fishes one out of the shallows. His silhouette is melting into the fog; his breath billows, white.


He turns and with his whole body, throws the rock back upstream. It splashes loudly.


I nod. “Another. Farther, if you can.”


He tries again. This one makes a smaller splash, closer to shore. The fog chokes the water, so thick now I’ve no idea where Alistar is, much less Elanna and Rhia.


Philippe throws another rock, and I crouch and do the same, making as much racket as we can. My arm starts to ache. Philippe looks at me, ghostly in the gloom. “It’s not—”


“Shh,” I whisper.


A voice echoes across the river. A Tinani voice. I know enough Tinani—the language is closely related to Caerisian and Ereni—to pick out the words here and watch and nothing.


“Come on,” I breathe in Philippe’s ear, tugging him back upstream. I fumble for another rock and throw it, farther up.


The Tinani go silent, then their voices rumble again.


We throw more rocks. A Tinani soldier barks an order, somewhere nearby.


The fog has fully swallowed us now. Moisture condenses, cold on my face. I crouch, listening hard, gripping Philippe’s arm to still him. The Tinani voices are drawing away from us—upstream.


By silent consent, Philippe and I rise and begin to make our way back downstream along the marshy riverbank. The trip seems to take longer than it should. In the white, it’s impossible to see our soldiers, but my ears catch a murmur of voices. There’s a sharp whistle.


“It’s me,” I say as the soldiers appear through the fog.


“Milady.” They relax their guard. We’ve arrived at the ford, as far as I can tell; the ground has firmed to solid sand.


The Butcher pushes through the throng of soldiers. “We thought we’d lost you two.”


“We were diverting the Tinani,” I say. “But Alistar crossed the river.”


The Butcher swears. He looks drawn. Cross. “So we’ve three to find. Do I have a volunteer to take a party across?”


“No,” I blurt out, before I think better of contradicting Gilbert Moriens in front of his men. Tension thickens the foggy air. “I mean, let’s wait a little longer. If we’ve successfully drawn the Tinani off, El and the others can cross back here. We don’t want to draw more attention. You know Alistar and Rhia can handle most anything. I don’t want to put anyone else at risk unnecessarily …”


I’m babbling, but my point must have been taken because Lord Gilbert gives a curt nod. The men relax fractionally.


“We wait here,” the Butcher says.


Philippe touches my arm. “I’ll escort you back to camp, my lady.”


“I’m staying to wait for my friends. You can go back.”


He holds my gaze. I don’t look away. It’s as if he wants to communicate something—as if he really does want me to go with him—and while this makes me wonder, I also don’t entirely trust him.


At last, he sighs. “Fine. We stay here.”


There wasn’t a we, but I let this go. I stamp my feet to keep warm and blow on my hands. The fog gathers around us—a cold and inescapable embrace. I listen and listen, but I hear nothing. Nothing but the men around me breathing and sighing, shifting their feet. They must be as exhausted as I feel. My back aches. I try to beat back the worry creeping through me. If we lose El—Rhia—if we lose Alistar …


A sound.


A bell, ringing.


“Damn the gods,” Philippe whispers.


The witch hunters have followed us downstream—or maybe they were waiting here all along. A shudder runs through me.


Another bell rings. A shout goes up. Across the river, a woman screams. I startle forward instinctively.


“Henri, Laurence, take your men and go!” the Butcher barks.


I start to move past him, but he grabs my arm. “Your Majesty, you have to stay here.”


I gather my breath to shout at him, except he’s right. If it’s an ambush, we can’t afford to lose El, Rhia, Alistar, and me. Someone has to stay here.


And it has to be me.


Angry tears burn my eyes, but I hold myself back. The Butcher gives me an approving look; I want to smack him. El has an admirable tolerance for the man, but I can never even look at him without remembering his past—what he did not only to me, but to so many others in Caeris and Eren alike. It galls me that he has the nerve to act superior—because while he may be a good tactician, he has never been an exemplary man.


We wait. The Butcher on my left, Philippe on my right. The fog muffles their faces and I start to panic. What if Alistar’s dead or captured? And I never told him?


Finally, a grunt carries over the water. Feet splash. I suck in my breath. A man’s voice—in Ereni. Our people.


They come into view—their faces weary, their bodies silhouettes in the fog. As I stare, they part. Alistar staggers forward, carrying Rhia’s limp body. Alistar’s face is haggard. And Rhia …


Alistar sees me, and relief eases his face. “Sophy!”


“Where’s El?” I whisper.


He shakes his head. Droops close to me, so I smell his sweat and the brackish water, and I see Rhia’s eyelids twitching as she fumbles toward consciousness.


“They took her, Soph,” he says. “The witch hunters. They have Elanna.”




CHAPTER TWO


[image: Image Missing]stare at him. Around us, I’m all too aware of the soldiers whispering and the stillness of the Butcher and Philippe watching me. All of them are waiting for my reaction, but I can’t find any words. My breath has gone shallow in my throat. Someone must have betrayed us—that, or the Tinani fed the Butcher’s informant misinformation. Either way, our intelligence is compromised, and Elanna …


It seems impossible that they took her. While we were just standing here—at my command. But I see the truth of it in Alistar’s eyes.


Rhia flails alert, gasping. Her face is white with pain. “I have to go after El,” she chokes out.


“Those brutes cracked you on the head, Knoll!” Alistar exclaims.


Rhia draws breath to protest, but I interrupt. “You will stay right where you are.” I’m not about to lose her to the Tinani’s machinations, too. “I won’t let you go traipsing around Tinan with a broken arm and a concussion.”


Her eyes narrow, but her voice is weak. “I’ll break your arm, you tyrant!”


“Send for a doctor!” I order the guards at large. This is one thing I know how to handle. “Rhia, sit down right there.”


Philippe shrugs out of his coat, laying it on the ground for Rhia. She swears but drops down on it, hissing through her teeth and clutching her arm, tears leaking from her squeezed-shut eyes. She grips my hand with her good one. “I lost her, Soph. I couldn’t save her.”


“It’s all right,” I whisper, though it isn’t. My fingers are turning numb in her grasp, but this seems like the punishment I deserve for a trap I somehow failed to see. The Tinani have been trying for weeks—months—to capture Elanna; of course they would turn to subterfuge. And none of us saw it, or even guessed. It galls me.


“I thought we evaded them.” Rhia’s panting. “They came out of nowhere.”


Above us, the men are talking in low voices, Alistar and the Butcher and Philippe, their gazes darting toward me and away.


“Are you sure they took her?” I ask.


Rhia’s eyes glint with tears. “They put a sack over her head. Yes, I’m sure.”


I flinch. “We should go after them—”


“No. Too many. Not sure where they were taking her. Men everywhere. I … they struck me down. Must’ve thought I was dead. Alistar dragged me out—unconscious, like a damned coward.”


I glance up to see if Alistar’s listening. His gaze flickers to me. A tightening of his mouth. Coldness runs over me. What have they been talking about?


The doctor arrives in a bluster of tired grumbling, carrying a heavy leather bag. I’m ordered out of the way, and I move back to stand beside Alistar while Rhia swears at the physician through her teeth.


“Majesty.” The Butcher steps in front of me. “We need to speak privately.”


I let him guide me off to the side, Philippe and Alistar trailing us into the modest cover of some shrubs.


“We need to decide how we will handle Lady Elanna’s disappearance,” the Butcher begins.


I can’t seem to catch my breath. It’s not enough to know El’s gone. I don’t have the luxury to come to grips with the fact, or to bury myself beneath guilt. I haven’t only lost my friend, my would-be sister, I’ve tumbled into a political disaster.


Philippe says, “I really think this can wait, Lord Gilbert.”


But the Butcher isn’t about to give in to anything as human as grief or shock. “This must be contained at once. Tell them she’s escaped south to torment the Tinani troops. Make that Knoll woman keep silent.”


There’s a moment of silence as Philippe, Alistar, and I absorb his words.


“You want us to lie?” I say. “You want us to pretend El hasn’t been captured?”


Philippe shakes his head. “Word’s going to cross the river. The Tinani know. They’ll make sure our people do, too.”


“I think we should hear Lord Gilbert out,” Alistar says unexpectedly.


I stare at him. He lifts one shoulder, an awkward shrug.


“Very well,” I say slowly. “Tell us, Lord Gilbert, why we should lie to our people.”


The Butcher returns my stare. “You must quell your impulse to be overly moralistic, Your Majesty. This is a far graver matter than the black-and-white dichotomy of ethics makes it appear. A lie is sometimes necessary, if one wants to keep one’s throne—and one’s kingdom.”


Cold runs down my arms. “Are you threatening me?”


Beside me, Alistar and Philippe have both tensed.


“I am not threatening you,” the Butcher retorts. “But there are others in this kingdom—powerful people—who would gladly see you removed from the throne and replaced by an Ereni monarch. The Caveadear’s power has so far protected you. Without her, you are in far greater danger.”


I wish it didn’t make me so angry to hear El credited single-handedly with popularity and power. “Most people support us—”


“That may be, but those who would depose you have power. Or they did.”


He means the nobles who lost control when we claimed the freedom of not only Caeris, but Eren, too. Aristocrats who have gone to earth on their estates, and a few who have clung on in Laon. Some who are even in my cabinet.


Like Philippe Manceau, who stands beside me, breathing tightly.


“If you don’t see the danger you’re in,” the Butcher is saying, “you’re being a fool. We don’t yet know who betrayed us today, or who was discovered and duped. This plot could go deeper. It could be part of a larger whole.”


My eyes sting. “The people elected us—elected me. They deserve the truth.”


The Butcher raises an eyebrow. “What do you think the people will do with the truth? They see the Tinani on the border. They know it’s only a matter of time before the black ships of Paladis arrive by sea, and the navy of Baedon as well. The Tinani, we might be able to fight. But I am a realistic man, madam, and I tell you that without the Caveadear’s power, we are in serious danger.”


I swallow hard.


“The people know it, too,” the Butcher continues remorselessly. “If you tell them Lady Elanna has been captured, that we may have been betrayed from within, they’ll panic. We’ll have riots in the streets. Deserters in my army. More lives lost, in all likelihood, than if we keep silent.”


I stare at him. He looks back, not giving an inch. It galls me that we fought our rebellion for the sake of the common people, and this man has such little faith in them that he refuses to tell them the truth.


“The people aren’t stupid,” I say tightly. “When Elanna doesn’t appear, when there’s no land magic, they’ll figure it out. And then they’ll know we lied to them. Just like Antoine Eyrlai.” I look hard at him. “We can’t simply put them down. We won’t burn their villages or force them to submit.”


The Butcher purses his lips, but I don’t know whether he understands my reference to Marose and my mother’s death. He’s burned more than one village, after all. “How popular do you think you are, Queen Sophy?”


“I …” I hesitate, sensing a trap.


“Popular enough that when you tell the truth, the people won’t think you weak? Foolish?” He coughs delicately. “Incompetent?”


My eyes are stinging. In Caeris, with the memory of Ruadan’s fondness for me, with the loyalty to my family, perhaps people would follow me no matter what. But in Eren …


Yet Ruadan used to say that lies were abhorrent, especially the ones used by the Eyrlais to hoodwink the people. He used to say, If you do anything, Sophy, tell the people the truth. Preferably the truth they want to hear. If people trust you, they will follow you anywhere. And if you fail their trust, even once, you should never expect to have it again.


“Then I must do everything to appear powerful,” I say to the Butcher of Novarre. “But I won’t lie.”


He utters an exasperated sigh. “Think longer and harder about this, Your Majesty. I, for one, do not want to lose everything we’ve fought for.”


“You could simply switch sides again,” I retort. “Not much loss there.”


The Butcher stares at me, his nostrils flaring, but I don’t back down. Now, at last, I think I glimpse him, the man who ordered the village of Marose to be burned to the ground. I feel strangely vindicated, as if he’s proven to me that he still is the monster I always believed him to be.


Philippe intervenes. “Lord Gilbert, with all due respect, I agree with the queen on this. Take a day or two perhaps to shore up support, but she needs to tell the truth. Otherwise the people will never have reason to trust her. She must set herself apart from the Eyrlais.”


I eye him. “Didn’t you swear fealty to the Eyrlais?”


“I did, madam, but with little choice in the matter.”


“Those who want Sophy deposed will use this to their advantage,” the Butcher warns Philippe.


“They’ll use her deceit even more.” Philippe pauses. “Do you think they’re not in communication with Tinan? Do you think they don’t have spies in the royal guard? We have to act before they can, unless we want them to tell this story for us. And you can be sure they won’t paint a flattering picture of Her Majesty.”


I watch him speak, his shoulders back, addressing the Butcher with the confidence of an equal or even superior. It’s confusing. Philippe Manceau has no reason to like or help me; the Ereni royalists in my cabinet adore him. Yet what he’s saying seems perfectly reasonable—even wise. And after what happened today, I wouldn’t be surprised if there are spies within my guard—not my inner circle of mountain women, of course, but among the Ereni I inherited from Loyce.


“Fine.” The Butcher spreads his hands, and I can’t ignore the sting that it’s Philippe’s counsel that swayed him, not mine. “Tell the truth.”


I nod. “I’ll address the camp now.”


“No,” he says.


I feel my muscles tense further. Does this man have to fight me on every move?


“We need to investigate this ruse further,” he says, and I am aware of how he carefully does not look at Philippe. “I suspect my informant in Tinan may have been discovered—indeed, more than one of them, since I had two sources corroborate the Tinani movements.”


His informant—not ours. Even in his language, the Butcher constantly reminds me that he’s the one with the power here.


“You don’t suspect them of duplicity?” I, too, carefully don’t look at Philippe. “Or anyone else?”


“It’s possible,” the Butcher acknowledges. “That’s why I wish to keep the matter quiet for now.”


“Then I’ll cover for you. Pretend nothing is wrong, while you work on your investigation.”


“With respect, no, Your Majesty. You need to leave,” he says, gruffly this time. “Immediately. We can’t afford to lose you as well. We don’t know who is working against us, and what additional plans they may have. I’ll double your guard on the road back.”


It’s logical. And yet I hesitate, purely on principle, because he’s annoyed me so much.


“Sophy,” Alistar says, the first time he’s spoken in a while. “He’s right. We have to keep you safe.”


I look at Philippe, who nods. “We’ll return to Laon now,” he says.


I release a sigh. They’re right, of course. I need to return to Laon and meet with the ministers, then make a public statement about Elanna’s capture. And if she’s arrived in Laon as she wrote to me she would, I need to be the first person to tell Teofila that her daughter has been taken hostage once again, the same way she was when she was five, by the former king of Eren. Only this, somehow, is infinitely worse.


I swallow hard. “Very well.”


The others begin to move away, toward Rhia—presently arguing with the camp doctor—but Alistar doesn’t move.


“One more thing,” he says. “I’m going after El.”


We all go very still. At last, in a tight voice, I whisper, “What did you say?”


He’s addressing all of us, but his eyes are on me. “I’ll take a party of Hounds, no more than five. We’ll disguise ourselves in Tinani colors; we know the language well enough to blend in. We need to see where they’re taking her, Sophy.”


A frantic pressure is clawing up my chest. There’s a sudden flutter in my stomach, as delicate as a bird, and terror spikes through me. I put my hand to the buttons of my waistcoat. Is it nerves, or is this what a child feels like? But it’s already gone, if it ever was there, and I’m left with hollow fear and Alistar’s eyes on mine. “What if they capture or kill you? It’s too much of a risk.”


“I’ll be careful,” he says, again to me, not the others. His gaze doesn’t leave mine. “You know the Hounds and I will move like ghosts in the night. The Tinani won’t even know we’re there. If there’s the slightest chance we can get El back …”


I can’t speak. I’m aware of my ragged breathing; the thump of my own heartbeat.


Unexpectedly, Philippe Manceau decides to offer his opinion. “It’s a good idea. You might—”


“I wasn’t asking you,” Alistar says evenly. “I was talking to the queen.”


There’s a silence. Philippe and the Butcher are exchanging a glance. I close my eyes to shut them all out. They’ll think I’m hesitating because I don’t want to lose my lover, and they’re right, but it’s more than that. It’s the secret I haven’t told him, the truth that both thrills and frightens me. I have to tell him, but I can’t, not before he leaves. He has to go. If there’s any chance we can save El, we must try.


I look at him. It’s hard to speak the words, but I do. “Then of course you must go.”


ALISTAR AND I trek back to camp through the dissipating fog, my hand tucked around his elbow. Rhia has already been carted off by the doctor; she seems likely to survive, since she’s spent the last twenty minutes subjecting the poor man to a string of blistering commentary. A light rain has begun to fall, dampening our faces. Guards tramp through the brambles ahead of us, their racket enough to warn away any would-be assassins. I sigh. It exhausts me, being constantly surrounded. But at least Alistar and I have this moment together. At least I can feel his warmth for a few minutes, without guilt, before he leaves for Tinan. The thought makes me breathless again.


“I don’t trust him,” he mutters.


I nod. “You know he was there when my mother died.”


“Not Lord Gilbert—that Philippe. I don’t know what to make of him. He’s polite. We even had a pleasant ride here together. But he knows things we don’t about the other Ereni. Who to trust in your cabinet, and who not to. He’s too damned polite to say any of it directly, so I can’t decide what he really thinks about anything.”


“Well, he is a courtier.” Yet I wonder about Philippe, too. The last thing I expected him to do was counsel me to tell the truth, or to help me try to save El. Even the most consummate actor couldn’t fake so much. Could he?


“You know …” Alistar pauses. “The Butcher might be right.”


“Alistar!” I’m genuinely shocked. “I can’t believe you would say that.”


His head lowers. “Of course you should tell the people. It’s what we fought for. But he’s right about the panic. People are going to be terrified.”


“We’re so helpless without El.” I can’t stop the anger from burning into my voice. “As if we have no power of our own!”


“It’s not only that. She’s the uniting factor, not us. Without her, we’re just Caerisian overlords in Eren, the same way the Eyrlais were Ereni overlords in Caeris.”


“You’re simplifying things. We have plenty of support in Eren. Victoire, Count Hilarion—half the ministers support me … The common people want us.”


“But the people who don’t want us are powerful.”


I press my lips together. He’s right.


“And there are more of them—more Ereni than Caerisians …”


“That’s why I have to get back to Laon. I’ll take charge of the situation. I’ll show them we can be powerful without Elanna.”


He puts his hand over mine. “I know you don’t want me to go into Tinani territory. But—”


“I know,” I interrupt him. “Rhia’s out of commission. You need to go.”


“I wish I could send her and be the one who stays here to guard you.”


My mouth tugs into a sad smile, though I don’t believe him for a moment. Alistar Connell wants to be where the action is, not stuffed in coaches and tramping along palace corridors. Teasingly, I say, “Then I’d have to appoint you captain of my guards, and that would mortally offend Rhia. I value my life.”


He strokes his knuckle down my cheek, quick, subtle. A flash of warmth. “I’ll come straight to you when I return.”


“I should hope so,” I say, and then I wince. For the thousandth time, I remind myself that what Alistar and I have is only a dalliance. The ministers have been pressing me to marry, and the last person they’ll approve of is this bold, brash Caerisian man. So I say what must be said. “But if the Butcher needs you here on the border instead, you and your Hounds should stay here. I’d rather you protect Eren and Caeris now, so we can be together in the future.”


“That’s my Sophy,” he says, and I hear the sad smile in his voice. “Always practical.”


“But not always very much fun.”


“Oh, you can be quite fun …” The peaks of the camp tents come into view ahead of us, and Alistar’s hand slides down my wrist. “Straight back to Laon, is that it? Perhaps I should come into your tent. Review … plans.”


A familiar spark flares through me. Drily, I say, “No one would notice that at all, especially when you’re supposed to be leaving for Tinan.”


He heaves a dramatic sigh. “My darling, practical Sophy. I suppose you’re right.”


“I am,” I say firmly, but at the same time my pulse is fluttering high in my throat. I should let him close to me. I should take the risk, and tell him the truth.


Footsteps scuff the path behind us. I startle back from Alistar’s warmth. Philippe is coming toward us, his shoulders bowed.


Alistar sighs again. “I suppose I should see which of the men are willing to go.”


If there were any time to tell him, it’s now—before I lose him across the Tinani border, or he loses me to the machinations in Laon. Yet as we approach the camp, I feel the nerve seeping away from me, leaving a cold ache in its place. I can’t burden him with this before he leaves, and there is no practical way to tell him even if I wanted to. A thicket of mountain women surrounds my tent. The whole damned camp has ears.


There’s a sudden shout from the outskirts of camp. I stiffen, grabbing Alistar’s arm harder, but then there’s a ululating shout. Alistar’s Hounds of Urseach have found someone—a man on horseback, who thunders ahead of them into camp, his brilliantly woven cloak flapping behind him.


“Ingram Knoll!” I call. He wasn’t due to arrive until this afternoon.


But he doesn’t hear me; he’s seen Rhia being carted into the infirmary and is swinging off his horse. “What’s happened?” he’s demanding of the doctors.


I should go after him, but the tent flap has fallen closed behind him, and fear and worry are already twining too close to my heart. I approach my tent instead, releasing Alistar’s arm, though more than anything I want to take him into the tent with me, grab his chin, and kiss him. Bury my hands in his hair.


I just let my fingers linger for a moment on his elbow before letting go. He sighs.


I face the mountain women. “You heard the news.” It isn’t a question, and they don’t even bother to nod. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m terribly sorry.”


“We’ve sent for a coach,” one says, “on the Butcher’s orders. It isn’t safe for you to remain here.”


No, I suppose it isn’t—though who wants to kidnap me? I’m no sorceress whose magic can change the face and fabric of the world. I’m just a girl who seized her father’s crown, and kept it when he neither came to claim it nor even returned her letters. No wonder some people whisper that I’m little more than a pretender. All the gods, how am I going to survive without El? How are any of us?


Going into the tent, I wash my face in a basin of cold water, then pin my hair back up. I know I should be taking better care of myself. Sleeping, for instance. Eating regular meals. Bathing. I smell of sweat and river water—not the odor the Ereni are used to, in their queens.


I should see a midwife, but who would I trust not to tell my secrets to the world?


I go out, brushing my fingers again over Alistar’s elbow. He follows me with his eyes.


The Butcher’s waiting for me outside the command tent, his boots muddy from the river. The unyielding lines of his face give nothing away, not even his frustration with me or his fear of what may happen. He nods at a black coach waiting on the edge of camp, the horses already buckled into their traces.


“Your conveyance, madam,” he says.


An aide brings me a stale sausage roll and a cup of the bitter coffee Rhia likes so much. As if the scent summoned her, Rhia herself stumbles out of the infirmary, a sling trailing from her arm. The doctor’s shouting after her and her father is on her heels, trying to argue with her. She ignores them both.


“I’m coming with you.”


She’s swaying on her feet. I can just imagine the doctor told her to stay right here; Ingram Knoll has folded his arms, giving her a stern stare, but I’m not about to leave her behind. I need someone at my side I can trust implicitly. “Good,” I say.


The Butcher frowns. “Lady Rhia, you’re injured.”


Rhia rolls her eyes. Lady Rhia? she mouths at me.


I choke down a laugh. “I need her, Lord Gilbert, even with her injuries. She’s the captain of my queen’s guard. Besides, with her father here helping you, I need someone to represent the warden of the mountains.”


“I see.” But his mouth pinches primly. He probably thinks Rhia’s a bad influence—too rash and opinionated to actually be much help in consolidating power in Laon. He might even be right. But I happen to know Rhia scares the daylights out of my more hidebound ministers—even with a concussion. She’ll be plenty useful.


Besides, fierce as she is, she’s wounded. If I take her with me, I can keep an eye on her.


I’m not about to insult her by mentioning this, however, so I just give the Butcher a significant look. He sighs and glances at Ingram Knoll. Rhia’s father just gives a short shake of his head. He’s far too much a mountain lord for the Butcher’s taste, with his weathered, flinty gaze and colorfully embroidered waistcoat, his thick silvered hair unfashionably long. Yet he’s proven himself a competent army captain—one would have to be, to keep the fractious mountain lords in order—and he and the Butcher have forged a reluctant respect.


I say to Rhia, “Let the poor doctor finish wrapping you up.”


She glowers. “I’m not a sausage.” But she goes back into the tent, her father trailing after her.


“Shall I send an outrider ahead?” the Butcher asks.


“No. We don’t want the news to spread uncontrolled.” I pause. I want to tell him that he should trust me, that I’m not a foolish, callow girl. That Ruadan raised me to think like a leader, to put the people first. But I don’t know how to say it, so in the end I simply nod to him. He nods back. Feeling just as young and callow as I claim I’m not, I retreat to the coach.


Alistar follows me. At the coach door, I turn to him. We have the barest modicum of privacy; the tents block us, thankfully, from the Butcher’s eyes, and no one else seems to be looking, though I suppose they always are.


“Keep an eye on her,” he says, jerking his chin at Rhia, who’s shouting from the infirmary, trying to convince the Butcher to send his coffeepot with us.


“I will.” I put my hand to his chest, and he immediately covers it with his own. “Be safe, Alistar. Don’t do anything too bold, or rash, or—or stupid—”


He laughs. “Don’t be myself, you mean?”


“You’re not stupid.” I lean closer. “You’re more than a warrior.”


A muscle jumps in his jaw. “Tell that to my sister, Oonagh. Or the Butcher.”


“I don’t need to tell them—they know it. Oonagh might be the head of your family, but she needs you. She relies on you.” I grip the front of his coat, and he finally looks at me, his black brows a heavy line. I know every inch of his face, but still I drink the sight of him in, as if it can steady me. “I need you to come back from Tinan. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”


His green-flecked eyes sharpen at that, but before he can ask, I lean into him and press the lightest kiss on his lips. He sighs, and so do I. I wish I could melt against him, but of course that would be unqueenly. Lifting my chin, I glance around. No one seems to have taken much notice. The mountain women are studiously looking the other way. I pull Alistar’s face down to mine and kiss him deeper. He puts his hand between my shoulder blades, pulls me close. His mouth is warm, tender, fierce. Even here, he somehow tastes of Caeris—the spice of whiskey, the tang of forested air.


“Be safe,” I tell him, a little breathless.


His gaze caresses my face. “You, too, Soph.”


I climb into the coach, and someone coughs. I startle violently, grabbing for a weapon—but as usual, I’m unarmed.


There’s a person sitting on the bench seat.


“I didn’t mean to scare you,” Philippe Manceau says with forced politeness. “Especially as you and Lord Alistar were … engaged.”


My cheeks heat. My dalliance with Alistar may be an open secret—or, let’s face it, a blatant source of gossip—but even so, I’m not keen on having one of my ministers watching us undetected, a few feet away. Thank all the gods I didn’t tell Alistar what I needed to talk to him about.


I drop onto the seat opposite him, pretending I don’t see Alistar walk away. Pretending his going to Tinan, into such danger, doesn’t hurt like a splinter lodged in my skin. “Coming back already? You’ve hardly seen anything of the border.”


“I’ve seen enough. After all, the Ard isn’t going anywhere.”


He sounds positively cross, and I hide a smile.


“Have you decided what you’ll tell the ministers?” he asks abruptly.


I feel my jaw clench. “There will be plenty of time for that en route to the capital.”


“Ah. I thought Lady Rhia might—what do you say?—shift us there.”


I shake my head, surprised by the vehemence of my own protectiveness toward Rhia. In Caeris, she knows the folds in the land, which bend space and dissolve the distance between two places, like the pattern of her own palms, but here in Eren it seems more of a struggle for her, even on a good day. “She’s too weak. She—”


Rhia herself interrupts me, clambering in awkwardly with her sling. She glowers at Philippe and settles beside me. She smells of coffee and medicinal herbs, and her eyes seem brighter than usual. She hates leaving her father, I know; they’re very close, and he’s in as much danger as Alistar.


“You shouldn’t be traveling anywhere,” Philippe notes. “You’re white as a sheet.”


Rhia turns her bandaged shoulder toward him and says to me, “The Butcher wouldn’t give me the coffeepot.”


“Well, I don’t know how you’d have kept it from spilling.”


“I suppose,” she says begrudgingly.


As the coach rocks into motion, she slides back, resting her head against the coach wall and closing her eyes. I find a lap blanket squashed behind my back and drape it over her knees. The doctor gave her a small tincture of laudanum for the pain, and she’s already asleep, her mouth open, a deep frown between her brows. She’s hurting more than she let on.


“We can stay tonight at my family’s estate,” Philippe says quietly. “It’s on the way to Laon.”


I nod, albeit reluctantly. Since Rhia’s in no shape to shift the land, I suppose it’s better to rely on Philippe’s hospitality than to take over an inn.


Our coach trundles slowly through the day. Philippe and I run out of topics of conversation quickly enough, and I’m left with the thoughts milling in my head. I can’t believe they took El. How on earth am I supposed to get her back? How am I supposed to rule without her?


If the world discovers the truth about what’s growing inside me, I won’t be allowed to rule anything. Not for the first time, I wish my father had answered even one of my letters—and more than that, that he’d come here to help us. I don’t know why he’s lingering at the imperial court in Paladis, or what he’s waiting for. Maybe he never truly intended to come. But I can’t shake the feeling that if he were here, all this might be easier.


Wouldn’t it? My dead half brother, Finn, never spoke highly of Euan Dromahair, and my mother never spoke of him at all. He’s still the king across the sea, though. People would rally to his name.


Only they’re stuck with me for now.


This is what my mother would have wanted—isn’t it? Mag Dunbarron wouldn’t have hesitated to place her daughter on the throne. Sometimes I think she gave her life for this: so that her daughter might someday be able to wear the crown. I just wish I felt more worthy of it.


I close my eyes, putting one hand protectively over my stomach. The slightest twinge meets my touch. I feel myself go very still. Did I imagine it, the way I imagined that flutter earlier? Perhaps it’s simply my guts roiling after everything that’s happened today. But other women say they feel their children move in their wombs. Once, one of the ladies visiting us at Cerid Aven was with child, and she let us put our hands on her swollen stomach to feel the baby kicking. I remember laughing as the sharp movement met my hand. Could it be, finally?


Yet fear comes chasing on the heels of my excitement. I’m going back to the city, where I will no longer be able to hide my growing belly beneath a man’s waistcoat and overcoat; where I won’t only be among the incurious eyes of my queen’s guards; where the maids will wonder why I’m complaining of my stays, and grow wise to the reason why my clothes no longer fit me. Maybe I should have done something about this weeks ago, when the nausea grew almost unbearable and tiredness dogged me everywhere, when I realized what had happened, when the creeping sense of the consequences started to shorten my breath. But I didn’t. I don’t know what I could have done, in truth.


Maybe I should have forced the issue with Alistar; I should have told him. The weight of this secret drags on me like shackles.


My eyes itch with tears. I let one or two leak out, when I’m certain Philippe can’t see them. They give me no more comfort than the child growing silently in my womb.




CHAPTER THREE


[image: Image Missing]he clatter of wheels on cobblestones startles me awake. The day has worn past noon. On the other side of the coach, Philippe squints sleepily at me. Rhia’s snoring.


I push myself upright. We’re passing through a pretty little village of honey-colored stone, with early flowers in the window boxes despite the hard winter. I sigh. It reminds me of the town outside Cerid Aven. All villages, I suppose, look much the same from the outside. There’s comfort in a place so small—especially on the road back to Laon. I’ve never really liked cities, though I suppose I’ve never spent much time in them until the last few months, except for my early years in Barrody. But when you flee a place in the dead of night because Ereni soldiers have come to arrest your mother—and you have to leave your failing grandmother in the care of a family friend, only to find out months later that she died without you—well, it doesn’t instill much fondness.


“You look pensive,” Philippe observes.


I shake my head. “Not at all. I could live my whole life in a place like this.”


He raises his eyebrows. “Could you really? When Ruadan Valtai raised you to be queen?”


He’s watching for my reply, his eyes attentive. I wish he’d stop noticing so much about me. “That’s not what he raised me for,” I say briskly.


“Really? What, then? He gave you a royal education.”


And a royal sense of responsibility, I reflect. Maybe Philippe’s right, curse him anyway. I’d never shirk my duties.


Yet this still looks like a place I could call home. Maybe I’d be a lace-maker, sitting up high in one of the houses overlooking the little rushing river and the little honey-colored town. Alistar could make furniture, or something. He could build us a wide bed to put in our honey-colored house, and we would eat brown bread and have babies and—


There’s a shout, somewhere ahead in the line of soldiers. The coach sways to a stop, throwing Rhia and me back against our seats. Philippe has to brace himself against my knee. He moves away with a quick apology. Grasping the latch, he pushes the door open and hops out.


I follow on his heels. The spring ground is soft underfoot, and I stagger a little after sitting for so long. Rhia leans out behind me, looking wan. “What’s going on?”


“I don’t know.” I look around at the train of royal guards dismounting from their horses. We’ve stopped on the edge of the honey-colored town, where the buildings yield to rolling green hills stubbled with last year’s wheat. Sheep eye us skeptically from the other side of a mossy stone wall. It’s so bucolic it hardly seems real.


Philippe has already pushed toward the guards. “What happened?”


The note of alarm in his voice troubles me. I stride over to where he’s standing at the front of the coach, the men fanning out around him.


“There’s been an incident, my lord,” one of the men is saying. He glances at me but doesn’t acknowledge me. My gut clenches. He’s got an Ereni accent. “A man … a refugee, from what the farmer said. He’s in the left-hand field.”


“Tell us what happened,” I say, asserting myself as firmly as I can. But the guard only glances at me before addressing Philippe again, as if it were he who asked the question.


It’s maddening. I’m the queen. I want to tell the man I’m more like him than Philippe is. I’ve marched across this land—granted, running from people like him. But still, unlike Philippe, I know what it’s like to be poor. I know what it’s like for your stomach to be empty, and your clothes ragged, and for no one to know your name.


And I know what it’s like to be ignored by the people I’m most like. The awkwardness of the servants in Cerid Aven, the awestruck whispers that I was the daughter of Mag Dunbarron, the pitying glances, the tactful kindnesses, mixed with the rumors that my mother had lied about my parentage, the jealousy that someone as common as me was raised up to be Ruadan Valtai’s ward. How the Caerisian nobles who occasionally visited treated me, once they learned the secret of my father’s identity, both as something special and as something other. Only Alistar didn’t pay attention to all that. He wasn’t interested in how Ruadan was grooming me to be a backup heir; he was interested in me. For myself.


“The farmer doesn’t know where it came from,” the guard is saying. “It appeared overnight.”


“It?” I echo.


This time, the man does look at me. He swallows, glances at Philippe, then gestures behind him.


I stare across the backs of the horses, into the farm field. A tall, old oak rises there, gnarled from age.


And from its lower branches, a body swings.


Bile rises in my throat. I gag, clamping a hand over my mouth. In my womb, there’s a sharp, hard sensation. Like a jab. I startle, my hands falling instinctively to cover my stomach. This time, it must be the child. It’s as if it’s reacting to my own horror.


Because they didn’t only hang this man. They cut off his hands. His feet. Bloody stumps.


Without a word, Philippe marches toward the hanging corpse. I follow, swallowing down the sour taste of bile, and the jittery awareness of my child’s first likely movement. We cut in front of the horses, to where a cluster of guards stand on our side of the stone wall, staring at the tree. A farmer stands on the other side of the wall, shaking his head, gesturing.


I don’t hear what he’s saying. I can see the man better now. They didn’t only hang him, and they didn’t only mutilate his hands. The black heads of nails have been driven through his eyes and mouth.


I’m going to throw up.


I can’t throw up.


I’m going to scream.


I can’t scream.


I manage a gasping word: “Why?”


The crowd parts, giving me a sudden view of the farmer and an even better look at the corpse.


“The nails?” the farmer says in a country accent. “I reckon they did that so he couldn’t come back from the dead.”


“What?” I say shakily.


“It’s in all the old stories,” he says. “The only way to keep a sorcerer dead is to dismember him and drive nails through his eyes so he can’t see to work a spell, and through his mouth—”


“Enough,” I interrupt. I’m panting. Shaking. Covered in sweat. “Take that poor man down from there. Now. Go!”


The guards hesitate, staring from me to the farmers.


“You heard her,” Philippe says.


Now they scurry off, opening the gate and approaching the tree, while the farmers look on, somewhat bemused.


Philippe touches my arm. “Are you all right?” he whispers.


“I’m fine.” But he can feel me trembling, and we both know I’m not. I train my gaze on the farmer. “Who did this?”


The farmer shrugs. “We don’t know, lady. Got up this morning and found him swaying there. When I got a look at the body, I realized it had to be a sorcerer. One of them refugees. A few have passed through from Tinan. Nobody recognizes this fellow, though.”


“Why do you think he’s in your field, then?” Philippe says.


“Your guess is as good as mine.”


Pressure whines in my ears. I watch the guards cut the man down from the tree—the abrupt sagging of the body, the mutters and grimaces of the men handling the mutilated corpse.
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