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CHAPTER ONE

 

Sebastian crept through Ashton, cautious as a hunted deer, trying to work out his next move. He was free, but the truth was that he didn’t trust it. Even now, it felt like some trick. The circumstances of his escape saw to that.

Sebastian still couldn’t understand those. Someone had unlocked his cell door and killed all the guards in Rupert’s townhouse, but they hadn’t bothered to claim the credit for it; hadn’t even announced themselves. Sebastian would have expected a rescuer to be there for this part of the escape as well. Instead, he progressed along Ashton’s streets alone.

He skulked through Knotty Hill and the Screws, making his way slowly toward the docks. He was cautious, and not just for all the usual reasons that someone making their way through Ashton needed to be cautious. At some point, Rupert would find out that he was missing, and send men to hunt for him.

“I need to be away before then,” Sebastian said to himself. That part seemed obvious. 

If he still had his mother’s favor, it would be a different matter, but after he’d run out on his wedding, he doubted she would be in a mood to help him. Besides, the truth was that he wanted to leave Ashton quickly for another reason: the sooner he left, the sooner he would reach Ishjemme and Sophia.

“I will get to her,” he promised himself. He would reach her, and he would be together with her. That was what mattered right now.

He made his way down to the docks, finding an inn and settling into a corner, the cowl of his cloak up as he watched for men who might be working for Rupert. They’d caught him on the way out of the city once, after all.

“What can I get you?” a serving woman asked him. 

Sebastian put a small coin on the table from the pouch that someone had left him along with the cloak and a double-edged dagger. “Food,” he said, “and information. Are there any ships leaving for Ishjemme?”

The serving woman took the coin. “Food, I can manage. For the other, you’re welcome to sit here and listen. Captains come through often enough with the docks.”

Sebastian had thought it might come to that. He’d been hoping to be out of Ashton quickly, but he couldn’t risk going along the docks simply asking for a ship again. That had been how Rupert had caught him last time. He needed to take his time. He needed to listen.

He did both, sitting there and trying to pick up what he could of the conversations there in the inn while he ate a plate of bread, cheese, and cured ham. The men in the corner were talking about the wars across the Knifewater, which no longer seemed so distant now that the New Army had tried to invade. A man and a woman were talking in whispers, but Sebastian could see enough of them together to guess that they were making promises to one another and working out a life together. It made him think of Sophia. Others were talking about the latest players’ works, or the arguments they’d seen out on the docks. In amongst it all, though, one whisper caught at Sebastian’s ears.

“The Dowager…”

Sebastian stood, making his way over to the dock hand who’d said it.

“What was that?” he demanded. “What were you saying about the Dowager?”

He kept his head down, hoping no one would realize who he was. 

“What’s it to you?” the dock hand demanded.

Sebastian thought quickly, letting his voice take on the same rough edge. “Been hearing her name all day. Finally thought I’d see what was happening.”

The dock hand shrugged. “Well, you’ll not get much from me. All I’ve heard is what anyone’s heard: something’s happening up at the palace. There are whispers about the Dowager, and now the whole place is locked down. My brother had a delivery up that way, and was stuck more than an hour just at Higharch.”

“Thanks,” Sebastian said, moving away from the other man and heading for the door.

By rights, the hints of trouble at the palace should have meant nothing to him. He should have just kept going with his original plan to find a boat and get to Sophia as quickly as he could. Whatever was happening with his mother, it wasn’t any of his business.

Sebastian tried to tell himself all of that. Even so, his feet found themselves turning inexorably in the direction of the palace, carrying him across the cobbles and up through the city.

“Sophia will be waiting,” he told himself, but the truth was that he didn’t even know if Sophia had played a role in his escape. If she had, wouldn’t his rescuers have announced themselves? She might not know that he was on his way, and in any case, could Sebastian really leave without at least knowing what was happening?

He made up his mind. He would go to the palace, grab supplies, and learn what was happening. If he did it quietly, Sebastian guessed he might be out of there before anyone even noticed, and in a far better position to get the ship he needed to Ishjemme and Sophia. He nodded to himself, walking in the direction of the palace, then stopping to hail a passing palanquin for hire. The bearers looked at him skeptically, but didn’t voice any doubts once he’d thrown them a couple of coins.

“This is close enough,” Sebastian said, once they reached a street not far from the palace grounds. He couldn’t risk trying to get in through the front doors, in case Rupert’s cronies were there. Instead, Sebastian slipped around to one of the garden gates. There was a guard there, looking surprisingly alert considering it was such a minor gate that he was guarding. Sebastian watched him for a while, then beckoned to a nearby street urchin and held out a coin.

“What’s that for?” the child asked, suspicion ringing through his tone. Sebastian wasn’t sure he wanted to know what had happened to make the child that suspicious of strangers.

“I want you to go and cause trouble with that guard. Get him to chase you, but don’t get caught. Do you think you can do that?”

The child nodded.

“Do a good job, and there’s another coin in it for you,” Sebastian promised, then stood back in a doorway to wait.

He didn’t have to wait long. In less than a minute, the child was there, throwing mud in the direction of the guard. One spattered off his helmet, bursting over his uniform in a great spray of earth.

“Oi!” the guard yelled, and ran for the urchin.

Sebastian hurried into the gap that was left, making his way through the gate and into the palace grounds. He hoped the child would be all right. He suspected he would, because no urchin lived on Ashton’s streets for long without being able to run.

Sebastian made his way through the gardens, finding himself thinking about the walks he’d taken with Sophia through them. He would be reunited with her soon. Maybe Ishjemme would have gardens to rival the beauty of the climbing roses here. He intended to find out either way.

The grounds were quieter than they normally were. On any normal day, there should have been servants bustling about, gardening or collecting herbs and vegetables for the kitchens. There should have been nobles taking formal turns around the grounds, for the exercise, for the opportunity to talk politics with one another without being overheard, or as part of the elaborate hints and subtle gestures that constituted courtship in the kingdom. 

Instead, the gardens were all but empty, and Sebastian found himself slipping through the kitchen gardens, into the palace through a side door. Servants there stared at him, and Sebastian kept moving, not wanting the entanglements that might come if someone called out his presence. He didn’t want to be caught up talking to the full court; he just wanted to find out what was happening and leave again, as unobtrusively as possible.

Sebastian made his way through the palace, ducking back every time he thought a guard might be coming, heading in the direction of his rooms. He went in, collecting a spare sword and changing his clothes, grabbing a bag and filling it with what supplies he could. He went out into the palace again…

…and almost immediately found himself face to face with a servant, who started to back away, terror etched on her face, as if she thought he might cut her down.

“Don’t worry,” Sebastian said. “I won’t hurt you. I’m just here to—”

“He’s here!” the servant called out. “Prince Sebastian is here!”

Almost immediately, the sound of booted feet followed. Sebastian turned to run down the hallway, sprinting along the corridors he’d spent most of his life walking. He went left, then right, trying to lose the men who ran along behind him now, yelling for him to stop.

There were more men ahead. Sebastian glanced around, then burst into a nearby room, hoping that there might at least be an adjoining door or a place to hide. There was neither.

Guards crowded into the room. Sebastian considered his options, thought about the beating he’d received at the hands of Rupert’s men, and drew his sword almost on instinct. 

“Put the sword down, your highness,” the leader of the guards commanded. There were men on either side of Sebastian now, and, to his surprise, at least some had muskets leveled. What kind of men would risk his mother’s anger by threatening one of her sons with death like that? Normally, they didn’t dare so much as a rebuke. It was part of the reason Rupert had gotten away with so much over the years.

Sebastian wasn’t Rupert, though, and he wasn’t foolish enough to consider fighting against a group of armed men like that. He lowered his sword, but didn’t drop it.

“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. There was one card he could play here that didn’t sit well with him, but might be his best option to stay safe. “I am the heir to my mother’s throne, and you are threatening me. Lower your weapons at once!”

“Is that why you did it?” the guards’ leader demanded, in a tone that held more hatred than Sebastian had heard in his life. “Did you want to be the heir?”

“Is that why I did what?” Sebastian shot back. “What is happening here? When my mother hears of this—”

“There’s no point in playing innocent,” the guard captain said. “We know you’re the one who murdered the Dowager.”

“Murdered…” It was as though the world stopped in that moment. Sebastian stood there open-mouthed, his sword clattering from nerveless fingers as the shock of it hit him. Someone had murdered the Dowager? His mother was dead?

Grief poured into him, the sheer horror of what had happened filling him. His mother was dead? She couldn’t be. She’d always been there, as immovable as rock, and now… she was gone, torn away in an instant.

Instantly, men rushed in to grab him, arms fastening onto his from either side. Sebastian was too numb to even struggle. He couldn’t believe it. He’d thought that his mother would outlast everyone else in the kingdom. He’d thought her so strong, so cunning, that nothing would be able to bring her to an end. Now someone had murdered her. 

No, not someone. There was only one person it was likely to be.

“Rupert did this,” Sebastian said. “Rupert is the one who—”

“Stop your lies,” the guard captain said. “I’m to believe that it’s a coincidence that we’ve found you running armed through the palace so soon after your mother’s death? Prince Sebastian of the House of Flamberg, I am arresting you for the murder of your mother. Take him to one of the towers, lads. I expect they’ll want to try him for this before they execute him as the traitor he is.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Angelica sat primly in the drawing room of Rupert’s townhouse, as perfectly arranged as the flowers sitting on the mantelpiece, listening to the realm’s elder prince panic while trying not to show any of her distain.

“I killed her!” he shouted, spreading his arms wide as he paced back and forth. “I actually killed her.”

“Shout it a little louder, my prince,” Angelica said, unable to keep at least a little of the disdain she felt from seeping through. “I think there are some people in the next building who might not have heard you.”

“Don’t make fun of me!” Rupert said, pointing at her. “You… you put me up to this.”

A faint trickle of fear rose in Angelica at that. She had no wish to be the target of Rupert’s anger.

“And yet you are the one covered in the Dowager’s blood,” Angelica said, with a faint hint of disgust. Not at the killing; the old bat had deserved that. It was simply disgust at the inelegance of it all, and the stupidity of her husband-to-be. 

Rupert’s expression flashed with anger, but then he looked down at himself as if seeing the blood on his shirt for the first time, staining it crimson to match his coat. His expression returned to something distraught as he did it. Strange, Angelica thought, was it possible that they’d found one person Rupert actually regretted hurting?

“They’ll kill me for it,” Rupert said. “I killed my mother. I walked through the palace with her blood on me. People saw me.”

Possibly half of Ashton saw him, given the way he’d probably gone through the streets with it. The best that could be said was that at least he’d had a cloak wrapped around him for that part of the journey. As for the rest… well, Angelica would deal with it.

“Take your shirt off,” she ordered.

“You do not command me!” Rupert said, rounding on her.

Angelica stood firm, but made her tone gentler, trying to soothe Rupert the way he so obviously wanted. “Take your shirt off, Rupert. We need to get you cleaned up.”

He did it, throwing off his coat as well. Angelica dabbed at the blood spots that remained with a kerchief and a bowl of water, erasing what she could of the traces of violence. She rang a small bell and a waiting servant came in with fresh clothes, taking the old ones away. 

“There,” Angelica said as Rupert dressed, “doesn’t that feel better?”

To her surprise, Rupert shook his head. “It doesn’t take away what happened. It doesn’t take away what I see in here, in here!” He struck at the side of his head with a flat palm. 

Angelica caught his hand, kissing his brow as gently as a mother with a child. “You mustn’t hurt yourself. You’re too precious to me for that.”

Precious was one word for it. Necessary might be another. Angelica needed Rupert alive and well, at least for now. He was the key to unlock the doors of power, and he needed to be intact to do it. Controlling him had proved so easy before, but all of this was… unexpected.

“You’ll lose me soon,” Rupert said. “When they find out what I did…”

“Rupert, I’ve never seen a death affect you like this before,” Angelica said. “You’ve fought in battles. You’ve commanded armies that have killed thousands.”

He’d fought and killed in less obviously necessary causes, too. He’d hurt more than his share of people in his life. From what Angelica had heard, he’d done things that would turn most people’s stomachs, hidden away from the world. Why should one more death be a problem?

“This was my mother,” Rupert said, as if that made it obvious. “She wasn’t some peasant. She was my mother, and the queen.”

“The mother who was going to steal your birthright,” Angelica pointed out. “The queen who was going to exile you.”

“Even so—” Rupert began.

Angelica took hold of his shoulders, wishing she could get away with shaking some sense into him. “There is no even so,” she said. “She was going to take everything from you. She was going to destroy you to give everything to her son—”

“I am her son!” Rupert shouted, pushing Angelica back. Angelica knew she should have been afraid of him in that moment, but the truth was that she wasn’t. For the moment, at least, she was the one in control. 

“Yes, you are,” Angelica said. “Her son, and her heir, and she tried to take all of that from you. She tried to give it to someone who would have hurt you. It was practically self-defense.”

Rupert shook his head. “People won’t… they won’t see it like that. When they learn what I have done…”

“Why should they learn that?” Angelica asked, in a perfectly reasonable tone that pretended not to understand. She moved over to one of the couches there, sitting and taking a cup of chilled wine. She gestured for Rupert to do the same, and he drank his at a speed that suggested he barely tasted it.

“People will have seen me,” Rupert said. “They will guess where the blood came from.”

Angelica hadn’t thought Rupert was that stupid. She’d thought he was a fool, obviously, even a dangerous fool, but not that much of one. 

“People can be bought, or threatened, or killed,” she said. “They can be distracted by rumors, or even persuaded that they were wrong. I have people listening for hints that people are speaking up against you, and any who are will be either silenced or made to look like fools, so that they are ignored.”

“Even so—” Rupert began.

“There you go again, my love,” Angelica said. “You are a strong man, a confident man. Why are you second-guessing yourself with this?”

“Because there are so many ways it can go wrong,” Rupert said. “I am not a fool. I know what people think of me. If rumors start, they will believe them.”

“Then I shall see that they do not start,” Angelica said, “or that a more suitable target for them is found.” She reached out to take one of his hands in hers. “When you have bedded some noble’s daughter in the past and been too rough with her, did you worry about their wrath?”

Rupert shook his head. “I have never—”

“Lying is your first tool in this,” Angelica said, calmly. She knew exactly what Rupert had done in the past, and to whom. She’d made it her business to know every small detail, so that she would be able to use it if she had to. Originally, the plan had been to destroy the prince when she married Sebastian, but it could be just as useful now.

“I don’t know why you’re bringing this up,” Rupert said. “It isn’t relevant. It’s—”

“Distraction is your second,” Angelica said. “We will find better things for the people to focus on.”

She saw Rupert flush with anger. 

“I will be your king,” he snapped.

“And that is your third tool,” Angelica whispered, moving in to kiss him. “You are safe. Do you understand, my love? Or you will be. The trick now is to shore up your position.”

She watched Rupert relax visibly as the idea started to sink in. However deeply killing his mother had touched him, he knew how to get away with whatever he did. He’d been doing it for long enough, after all. Or maybe it was the prospect of power that calmed him, the thought of what would follow.

“I have already spoken to my allies,” Rupert said. 

“And now it is time to get them to act,” Angelica replied. “Make them a part of this from the start. The Dowager’s death is already rumor for the city, and it will be announced formally soon enough. Things must move quickly now.” She drew him to his feet. “All kinds of things.”

“Which things?” Rupert asked. Angelica put it down to the shock. 

“Our wedding, Rupert,” she said. “It must happen before people have a chance to argue. We must present them with a stable front, a settled royal dynasty to follow.”

Rupert moved surprisingly quickly when he grabbed her by the throat, the anger there rising up again with dangerous rapidity.

“Don’t tell me what I must do,” he said. “My mother tried to do that.”

“I am not your mother,” Angelica replied, trying not to wince at the strength of the grip. “But I would like to be your wife before the day is done. I thought we’d discussed that, Rupert. I thought it was what you wanted.”

Rupert let go of her. “I don’t know. I don’t… none of this is what I planned.”

“Isn’t it?” Angelica asked. “You planned to take the throne. Surely you knew what sacrifices that would involve? Although I’d like to think that marrying me is hardly that much of a hardship.” 

She moved back from him. “If you like, it is not too late to call things off. Tell me to leave, and I will vacate Ashton for my family’s estates. Choose to wait, and we will wait. Of course, then you would not have my family’s strength, or their allies. And there would be no one to help you to contain all those… difficult rumors.”

“You’re threatening me?” Rupert demanded. Angelica knew how dangerous a game that was. Even so, she was going to play it, because the real game she was playing was far more dangerous.

“I’m simply pointing out the advantages you gain by going through with it, my love,” Angelica said. “Marry me, and I can make all of this so much easier for you. It is better to do it today than a month from now. If I can act as your wife, I have a reason to protect you from the world.”

Rupert stood there for several seconds, and for a moment Angelica thought she might have misjudged all of this. That he might walk away after all. Then he gave a single, terse nod.

“Very well,” he said. “If it matters to you, we will do it today. Now, I’m going to get some air and start contacting our allies.”

He turned and walked out. Angelica suspected that he was more likely to seek out wine than their allies, but that didn’t matter. It was probably even to their benefit. She would soon have them doing all that they should, sending messages on behalf of her husband. 

She rang the bell for a servant. 

“See that the clothes Prince Rupert was wearing when he came in are burned,” she said to the girl who came in. “Then fetch a priestess of the Masked Goddess, and invite the members of the Dowager’s inner council to meet at the palace. Oh, and send someone along to my dressmaker. There should be a wedding dress waiting for me by now.”

“My lady?” the girl said. 

“Am I not speaking clearly enough?” Angelica asked. “My dressmaker. Go.”

The girl went. It was strange how stupid people could be sometimes. The servant had obviously assumed that Angelica would have made no preparations for her own wedding. Instead, she’d begun sending messages out for the preparations almost as soon as she got the idea to have Rupert marry her. It was important that this wedding looked as much like one as possible given the short notice.

It was a shame that there would be no opportunity to have a bigger ceremony later, but there was one obvious impediment to that: Rupert would be dead by then.

Today had shown the necessity of that more clearly than Angelica could have believed. She’d thought Rupert a man as much in control of himself as she was of herself, yet he remained as changeable as the wind. No, the plan she’d put in place was the way to go. She would marry Rupert tonight, kill him by morning, and be crowned queen before his body was even in the ground.

Ashton would have the queen it needed then. Angelica would rule, and the kingdom would be better for it. Everything was going to turn out right. She could feel it.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Sophia could only wait as the fleet advanced on Ashton. As her fleet advanced. Even here and now, after everything that had happened, it was hard to remember that all of this was hers. Every life on the ships around her, every lord who sent men, every piece of land from which they came, was her responsibility.

“There’s a lot to take responsibility for,” Sophia whispered to Sienne, the forest cat purring as she brushed against Sophia’s legs, winding around her with her own impatience.

There had been a fleet’s worth of ships anyway as they left Ishjemme, but since then more and more vessels had joined them, coming in down Ishjemme’s coasts or from the small islands along the way, even coming out from the Dowager’s kingdom as those loyal to her came to join in the assault.

There were so many soldiers there with her now. Enough soldiers to maybe win this war. Enough soldiers to wipe Ashton from the map, if she chose it.

It will be all right, Lucas sent across to her, obviously sensing her disquiet.

People will die, Sophia sent back.

But they are here because they choose to be, Lucas replied. He walked up to put a hand on her shoulder. Honor them by not throwing those lives away, but do not lessen what they offer by holding back. 

“I think it’s one of those things that’s easier to say than to do,” Sophia said aloud. She reached down to ruffle Sienne’s ears automatically.

“Possibly,” Lucas admitted. He looked ready for war in a way that Sophia did not, a blade by his side and pistols set at his belt. Sophia guessed that she just looked impossibly round with the weight of her unborn child, unarmed and unarmored as she stood there.

But not unready, Lucas sent. He gestured to the rear of the ship. “Our commanders await.”

Mostly, that meant her cousins and her uncle. They held this together as surely as Sophia did, but there were other men there too: clan chiefs and minor lords, hard men who still offered bows as Sophia approached, her brother and her forest cat by her side.

“Are we ready?” she asked, looking over to her uncle and trying to look like the queen that they all needed her to be. 

“There are still decisions to make,” Lars Skyddar said. “We know what we are trying to achieve, but now we need to decide on the specifics.”

“What’s to decide?” her cousin Ulf demanded, in his usual bluff tone. “We get the men together, pound the walls with cannon, then charge in.”

“This explains a lot about the way you hunt,” Ulf’s sister Frig said, with a wolf-like smile. “We should encircle the city like a noose, closing in.”

“We need to be ready for a siege,” Hans said, cautious as ever.

It seemed that everyone had their own idea of how it should go, and a part of Sophia wished that she could stand back, leaving all of this to those with wiser heads, more knowledge of war. She knew she couldn’t, though, and that the cousins would argue forever if she let them do it. That meant the only way to do this was to choose.

“When will we reach the city?” she asked, trying to think.

“Probably dusk,” her uncle said. 

“It’s too late for a simple assault then,” she said, thinking of the time she’d spent in the city at night. “I know Ashton’s streets. Trust me, if we try to charge through them in the dark, it won’t end well.”

“A siege then,” Hans said, seeming pleased by the prospect, or maybe just that his plan was the one being chosen.

Sophia shook her head. “A siege hurts the wrong people, and doesn’t help the right ones. The city’s old walls only protect the inner part of the city, and you can bet that the Dowager would starve the poorest to feed herself. Meanwhile, every moment we wait, Sebastian is in danger.”

“What then?” her uncle asked. “Do you have a plan, Sophia?”

“We will anchor in front of Ashton when we get there,” she said. “We will send out messages for them to surrender.”

“They won’t do it,” Hans said. “Even if we offer them quarter.”

Sophia shook her head. She knew that much. “The Dowager won’t believe that anyone else would have more mercy than her. But the illusion that we are giving them time to surrender will buy us time for half our men to move around to the landward side of the city. They will take the outskirts quietly. The people there have no love for the Dowager.”

“Do they have any more for an invader?” Lucas asked.

It was a good question, but then, her brother had a knack for asking good questions.

“I hope so,” Sophia said. “I hope they’ll remember who we are, and what things were like before the Dowager.” She looked over to Hans. “You’ll lead the forces there. I need someone who can keep the men disciplined, and not slaughter ordinary people.”

 “I will see to it,” Hans assured her, and Sophia knew that he would.

Sophia turned to Ulf and Frig. “You two will take a small force close to the river gates. If the men I sent made it inside, those will open. Your job will be to help them hold it until the rest of us can attack. The main fleet will land, and we’ll move in under cover of the ships’ cannons.”

It sounded like a good plan. She hoped it was, at least. The alternative was that she’d just condemned men she commanded to death. 

It is a good plan, Lucas sent to her. 

I just hope it works, Sophia replied.

A third voice joined them then, coming in across the water. It will. I’ll make sure it does.

Sophia turned and saw a smaller cluster of ships approaching. They had a disreputable look to them, seeming like the kind of things mercenaries or bandits might have chosen. It was her sister’s voice that rang out from them, though.

Kate? You’re here?

I’m here, she sent back. And I brought the most disreputable free company there is with me. Lord Cranston says that he will be honored to serve.

That thought cheered Sophia almost as much as the presence of her sister there. It wasn’t just the extra fighting men, although Sophia would take all she could get right then. It was the fact that her sister was back with the fighting company she’d enjoyed being part of so much, and…

Is Will there? Sophia asked.

He is, Kate replied. Sophia could feel the happiness there. I will see you soon, my sister. Save some enemies for me.

I’m sure there will be plenty to go around.

“Kate is coming,” Sophia said to Lucas.

“I know,” her brother said. “I felt her thoughts. I’d thought I’d have to wait until we returned to finally meet her.”

“And find our parents after that,” Sophia said. She knew she shouldn’t be thinking so far ahead yet. She should be concentrating on the battle to come, but it was almost impossible to keep her thoughts there. She was too busy thinking about everything that might flow from it. She would get Sebastian back. She would free the Dowager’s people from the crushing weight of her rule. They would find their parents.

“Kate will be as excited as we are to find our parents,” Sophia said. “More. I’m not sure she even has memories of them to keep her going.”

“Soon, we’ll all have more than that,” Lucas said.

“I hope so,” Sophia replied. She couldn’t help worrying though. “Do you have it?”

Lucas nodded, obviously understanding what she meant. He brought out the flat disc made from interlocking bands of metal, glowing with bright, jumbled lines as he touched it. When Sophia brought her hand to rest on the metal too, the segments of the device spun into place, revealing the outlines of landmasses, from the Dowager’s kingdom to distant shapes that must have been the Far Colonies and the Silk Lands. It was tantalizingly close to telling them what they needed to know; there just wasn’t anything to tell them where their parents might be now. Sophia guessed that would come when Kate joined them. She hoped it would.

“Keep the device safe,” Sophia said. “If we lose it…”

Lucas nodded. “I have protected it this far. I’m more concerned about keeping you and Kate safe.”

Sophia hadn’t thought about that. The three of them were about to head into the middle of a battle. If one of them were to fall in that battle, they might never find their parents. It would be a double blow, losing the promise of their mother and father even as they mourned a brother or sister.

“You have to stay safe too,” Sophia said. “And I’m not just saying that because I want to find our parents.”

“I know,” Lucas said. “And I will do all I can. Official Ko had me trained well.”

“And Kate learned plenty from the witch who tried to claim her,” Sophia said.

“If she’s half as deadly alone as she was when she was throwing me around the castle, she’ll be fine,” Lucas said. “The question is you, Sophia. I know you have Sienne, but will you be safe in the middle of a battle?”

“I won’t be in the middle,” Sophia promised. She put a protective hand over her belly. “But I’ll do whatever I have to do to make sure my child has a father.”

“She will,” Lucas said, and there was something about the certainty of it that made Sophia look at him. She knew that she’d seen glimpses of things in her dreams. She wondered if Lucas had too.

“Did you see something?” Sophia asked.

Lucas shook his head. “I have some talent for it, but I think you got more of it. What I mostly see for tomorrow is blood.”

That was easy enough to see even without the magic that brought dreams to both of them. Sophia looked out again, and now there was a coastline on the horizon, a speck of a city sitting in it.

“Ashton,” Sophia said. She hadn’t seen it in what seemed like forever.

The city spread out like a stain on the landscape, its buildings old, its expanse sprawling beyond its walls. Part of their fleet was already breaking off, Hans moving to land further along the coast and take the outskirts.

The rest of them moved closer, signal flags flying to coordinate their movements. They anchored well out of cannon range, and small boats lowered, complete with messengers and the demand to surrender. Sophia knew that Ulf and Frig would be preparing their own small boats to sneak close to the city before the battle started, ready for the river gates to open to them.

Sophia could see the ships waiting there, ready for war in response to whatever messages had reached them. Not enough to stop a fleet their size, not pinned against the shore like that. As they approached closer, Sophia could hear trumpets sounding, see signal fires being lit.

She looked past it all to the palace and the noble quarter. Sebastian was somewhere in there, held in a cell, waiting for her rescue.

“We could still charge in, the way Cousin Ulf wants,” Lucas said.

Sophia looked at the sky. The sun was already falling, sending red fingers across the horizon. She had to force herself to shake her head. It was one of the hardest things she’d ever done.

“We can’t risk a night attack,” she said. “We need to stick to the plan.”

“Then we attack at dawn,” Lucas said.

Sophia nodded. At dawn, everything would be determined. They would see if she got her family’s kingdom back, along with the man she loved, or if they were all condemned to death.

“We attack at dawn,” she said.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Kate stood with the sea breeze running across her face, feeling truly free for the first time that she could remember. Seeing Ashton approaching in the distance brought back memories of the life she’d had there for so long as one of the Unclaimed, but those memories didn’t own her anymore, and the anger that came with them felt more like a dull ache than anything fresh.

She felt Lord Cranston approaching before he reached her. That much of her powers had come back. That was hers, not something that Siobhan or her fountain had given her.

“We’re attacking at dawn, my lord,” she said, turning.

Lord Cranston smiled at that. “A traditional time for it, although there’s no need to call me that now, Kate. We’re the ones sworn to serve you, your highness.”

Your highness. Kate suspected that she would never get used to being called that. Especially not by the man who had been one of the first to give her a place in the world where she fit in. 

“And there’s really no need to call me that,” Kate countered.

Lord Cranston pulled off a surprisingly elegant courtier’s bow. “It’s who you are now, but all right, Kate. Shall we pretend that we’re back in the camp, and you’re learning tactics from me?”

“I suspect I still have plenty to learn,” Kate said. She doubted that she’d learned half of what Lord Cranston had to teach in the time she’d been a part of his company.

“Oh, undoubtedly,” Lord Cranston said, “so, a lesson. Tell me, in the history of Ashton, how has it been taken?”

Kate thought. It wasn’t something that their lessons had covered so far.

“I don’t know,” she admitted.

“It has been done by treachery,” Lord Cranston said, counting the options on his fingers. “It has been done by winning the rest of the kingdom, so that there is no point in holding out. It has been done in the distant past through magic.”

“And by force?” Kate asked.

Lord Cranston shook his head. “Although cannon may change that, of course.”

“My sister has a plan,” Kate said. 

“And it seems well done,” Lord Cranston said, “but what happens to plans in battles?”

That, at least, Kate knew. “They fall apart.” She shrugged. “Then it’s a good job that we have the finest of the free companies working for us to fill the gaps.”

“And it’s a good job that I have the girl who can summon mists and move faster than a man can follow,” Lord Cranston replied.

Kate must have hesitated just a second or two too long before replying. 

“What is it?” Lord Cranston asked.

“I broke away from the witch who gave me that power,” she said. “I… don’t know how much is left. I still have some skill for reading minds, but the speed, the strength, is gone. I guess that kind of magic is too.”

She still knew the theory of it, still had the feeling of it in her, but the paths to it felt burned raw by the loss of connection to Siobhan’s fountain. It seemed that all things had their price, and this was one she was willing to pay.

At least, if it didn’t cost all of them their lives.

Lord Cranston nodded. “I see. Can you still use a sword?”

“I’m… not sure,” Kate admitted. That had been something she’d learned under Siobhan, after all, yet the memories of her training were still there, still fresh. She’d won what she knew through days of “dying” at the hands of spirits, over and over. 

“Then I think that we should find out before a battle in earnest, don’t you?” Lord Cranston suggested. He stepped back, giving a formal duelist’s bow, his eyes carefully on Kate, and drew his sword with a hiss of metal. 

“With live blades?” Kate said. “What if I don’t have the control? What if—”

“Life is full of what-ifs,” Lord Cranston said. “Battle, even more so. I’ll not test you with a training blade only to find that your skill falls apart when there’s real risk.”

It still seemed like a dangerous way to test her skills. She didn’t want to hurt Lord Cranston by accident.

“Draw your blade, Kate,” he said.

Reluctantly, she did so, the saber fitting neatly into her hand. There were the remnants of runes etched into the blade where Siobhan had worked on it, but those were dull things now, barely there unless the light caught them. Kate took her guard.

Lord Cranston thrust at once, with all the skill and violence of a younger man. Kate barely parried it in time. 

“I told you,” she said. “I don’t have the strength or speed I used to have.”

“Then you must try to find a way to make up for it,” Lord Cranston said, and immediately sent another thrust at her head. “War is not fair. War does not care if you are weak. All it cares about is if you win.”

Kate gave ground, cutting an angle to avoid being pressed back against the railings of the ship. She parried and parried again, trying to protect herself from the onslaught.

“Why are you holding back?” Lord Cranston demanded. “You can still see every thought of attack, can’t you? You still know every move that can be made with a blade, don’t you? If I make the Rensburg feint, you know that the response is…”

He made a complex double feint. Automatically, Kate moved to bind his sword halfway through. 

“You see, you know this!” Lord Cranston snapped. “Now fight, damn you!”

He attacked with such ferocity that Kate’s only option was to fight back with all her skill. She watched his thoughts as best she could, seeing the flickers of coming movements, the patterns of attack. Her body didn’t have the speed it once had, but it still knew what to do, putting the blade where it was needed, beating and parrying, disengaging and pressuring. 

Kate took Lord Cranston’s blade and felt the slightest of weaknesses in the pressure as he presented it. She circled with the bind, applying more pressure, and his sword clattered to the ship’s deck. Her own sword swept up for his throat… and she managed to stop just a hair’s breadth short of his skin.

He smiled at her. “Good, Kate. Excellent. You see, you don’t need some witch’s tricks. You are the one who has learned this, and you are the one who will cut the enemy to pieces.”

He clasped Kate’s hand then, wrist to wrist, and Kate was surprised to hear clapping from below on the ship. She turned, seeing other members of the company there, looking on as if she and Lord Cranston were players there to entertain them. Will was there with them, looking relieved as well as happy. Kate ran down the steps from the command deck to him, kissing him as she got to him.

Of course, that got a different sort of cheer from the others there, and Kate pulled away, red-faced.

“That’s enough, you lazy dogs,” Lord Cranston yelled down. “If you have time to ogle, you have time to work!”

The men around them groaned and got on with their preparations for the battle. Still, the moment had passed, and Kate didn’t want to risk kissing Will again in case any of them were still watching.

“I was so worried about you,” Will said, with a nod up toward where Lord Cranston stood. “When the two of you were fighting, it looked as though he was really trying to kill you.”

“It was what I needed,” Kate said with a shrug. She wasn’t sure that she could explain it to Will. He’d joined Lord Cranston’s company, but there always seemed to be a part of him that wanted to be back, working in his father’s forge. He’d joined up for the chance to see the world, the chance to go somewhere else. 

For Kate, it was different. She needed to push into the spaces where things didn’t feel safe, or she wasn’t sure that she felt alive. She didn’t feel like she could deal with the extremes of the world unless she went out and did it. Lord Cranston had understood that, and he’d pushed her into the place where she’d truly been able to test herself.

“Even so,” Will said, “I thought that there would be blood on the deck before it was done.”

“There wasn’t though,” Kate said. She hugged him, simply because she wanted to. She wished that there were enough privacy on the boat for more than that. “That’s the important thing.”

“And you were amazing up there,” Will admitted. “Maybe we shouldn’t bother attacking tomorrow, just send you to fight them all one by one.”

Kate smiled at that thought. “I think it might get a little tiring after the first few. Besides, would you want to miss out on the action?”

She saw Will look away.

“What is it?” she asked, resisting the urge to read his thoughts and find out.

“Honestly? I’m scared,” he said. “No matter how many battles we fight in, it never seems to get easier. I’m scared for myself, for my friends, about whether my parents will be caught up in it all… and I’m scared for you.”

“I think we just found out that you don’t need to be worried about me,” Kate said. 

“You’re better with a sword than anyone I know,” Will agreed, “but I still worry. What if there’s a sword you don’t see? What if there’s some random musket shot? War is chaos.”

It was, but that was part of what Kate liked about it. There was something about being at the heart of a battle that just made sense in a way the rest of the world sometimes didn’t. She didn’t say that, though.

“It will be all right,” she said, instead. “I’ll be fine. You’ll be working with the artillery, not at the heart of any charges. Sophia would never allow her people to loot, or to attack ordinary people, so your parents will be safe. It will be all right.”

“Just… stay safe,” Will said. “There are so many things I want to have time to say to you, and do with you, and—”

“We’ll have time for all of them,” Kate promised. “Now, you should go. You know Lord Cranston gets annoyed if I keep you from your duties too long.”

Will nodded, looking as though he might kiss her again, but didn’t. Another thing that would have to wait until after the battle. Kate watched him go, stretching out what there was of her talent to take in the thoughts and feelings of the soldiers there.

She could feel their fears and their worries. Every man there knew that the world would erupt in violence come the dawn, and most were wondering if they would come through that chaos in one piece. Some were thinking of friends, others of families. A few were going through possibility after possibility, as if thinking of the danger ahead would stop it from happening.

Kate was looking forward to it. In battle, the world made a kind of sense.

“Tomorrow, I will kill the people who hurt my family,” she promised. “I’ll cut through them, and I’ll take the throne for Sophia.”

Tomorrow, they would go into Ashton, and they would take back everything that was supposed to be theirs.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

From the steps of the Masked Goddess’s temple, standing poised at their summit as he waited for the start of his mother’s funeral, Rupert watched the sunset. It spread in shades of red, hues that reminded him too much of the blood he’d shed. It shouldn’t bother him. He was stronger than that, better than that. Even so, every look down at his hands brought with it memories of the way his mother’s blood had stained them, every moment of silence brought back the memory of her gasps as he’d stabbed her.

“You!” Rupert said, pointing to one of the augers and minor priests who crowded around the entrance. “What does this sunset portend?”

“Blood, your highness. A sunset like this means blood.”

Rupert took a half step forward, planning to strike the man for his insolence, but Angelica was there to catch him, her hand brushing across his skin in a promise he wished there was more time to make good on.

“Ignore him,” she said. “He knows nothing. No one knows anything, unless you tell them.”

“He said blood,” Rupert complained. His mother’s blood. The pain of that flickered through him. He’d lost his mother, the grief of it almost a surprise to him. He’d expected to feel nothing but relief at her death, or perhaps joy that the throne was finally his. Instead… Rupert felt broken inside, empty and guilty in a way he’d never felt before.

“Of course he said blood,” Angelica replied. “There’s to be a battle tomorrow. Any fool could see blood in a sunset with enemy ships moored offshore.”

“Plenty have,” Rupert said. He pointed at another man, an auger who seemed to be using some complex clockwork device to scrawl calculations on a scrap of parchment. “You, tell me how the battle will go tomorrow!”

The man looked up, a wild look in his eyes. “The signs are not good for the kingdom, your majesty. The gears—”

This time, Rupert did strike out, sending the man sprawling with a booted foot. If Angelica hadn’t been there to pull him back, he might have kept kicking until there was nothing left but a pile of broken bones. 

“Consider how it would look, doing that at the funeral,” Angelica said. 

It was enough to get Rupert to hold back, at least. “I don’t see why the priests even let the likes of those onto the steps of their temple. I thought they killed witches.”

“Maybe it’s a sign that these have no talent,” Angelica suggested, “and that you shouldn’t listen to them.”

“Maybe,” Rupert said, but there had been others. It seemed that everyone had an opinion on the battle to come. There had been augers enough back at the palace, both real and merely nobles who liked to guess at sunsets or the flight of birds. 

Right then, though, this funeral, his mother’s funeral, was the only thing that mattered.

Apparently, there were those who didn’t understand that. “Your highness, your highness!”

Rupert spun toward the man who came running. He wore a soldier’s uniform, bowing low.

“The correct form of address for a king is ‘your majesty,’” Rupert said.

“Your majesty, forgive me,” the man said. He rose from his bow. “But I have an urgent message!”

“What is it?” Rupert demanded. “Can’t you see that I am attending my mother’s funeral?”

“Forgive me, your… majesty,” the man said, obviously only just catching himself in time. “But our generals request your presence.”

Of course they did. Fools who had not seen the route to defeating the New Army now wanted to gain his favor by showing how many ideas they had for dealing with the threat that had come to them. 

“I will come, or not, after the funeral,” Rupert said.

“They said to stress the importance of the threat,” the man said, as if those words would somehow move Rupert to action. To some kind of obedience. 

“I will decide its importance,” Rupert said. At the moment, nothing felt important compared to the funeral that was about to happen. Let Ashton burn for all he cared; he would bury his mother.

“Yes, your majesty, but—”

Rupert stopped the man with a look. “The generals want to pretend that everything must happen now,” he said. “That there is no plan without me. That I’m needed if we are to defend the city. I have a reply for them: do your jobs.”

“Your majesty?” the messenger said, in a tone that made Rupert want to punch him. 

“Do your jobs, soldier,” he said. “These men claim to be our finest generals, but they can’t organize the defense of one city? Tell them that I will come to them when I am ready to. In the meantime, they will see to it. Now go, before I lose my temper.”

The man hesitated a moment, then bowed again. “Yes, your majesty.”

He hurried off. Rupert watched him go, then turned back to Angelica.

“You’re being quiet,” he said. Her expression was perfectly neutral. “You don’t agree with me burying my mother either?”

Angelica put a hand on his arm. “I think that if you need to do this, you should, but we can’t neglect the dangers, either.”

“What dangers?” Rupert demanded. “We have generals, don’t we?”

“Generals from a dozen different forces stitched together to form an army,” Angelica pointed out. “No two of whom will agree on who is in charge without someone there to set an overall strategy. Our fleet sits too close to the city, our walls are relics rather than defenses, and our enemy is a dangerous one.”

“Be careful,” Rupert warned her. His grief was closing around him like a fist, and the only way Rupert knew to respond to it was with anger.

Angelica moved forward to kiss him. “I am being careful, my love, my king. We’ll take the time to do this, but soon, you’ll need to give them direction, so that you have a kingdom to rule.”

“Let it burn,” Rupert said on reflex. “Let it all burn.”

“You might mean that now,” Angelica said, “but soon, you’ll want it. And then, well, there’s a danger that they won’t let you have it.”

“Let me have my crown?” Rupert said. “I am king!”

“You are the heir,” Angelica said, “and we have built you support in the Assembly of Nobles, but that support could fade if you are not careful. The generals you are ignoring will wonder if one of them should rule. The nobles will ask questions about a king who puts his grief before their safety.”

“And you, Angelica?” Rupert asked. “What do you think? Are you loyal?”

His fingers went to the hilt of a knife almost automatically, feeling its comforting presence. Angelica’s covered them.

“I think that I have chosen my place in this,” she said, “and it is alongside you. I’ve sent someone to deal with some of the threat of the fleet. If a death can slow us, it can slow them just as easily. Afterwards, we can do everything that needs to be done, together.”

“Together,” Rupert said, taking Angelica’s hand.

“Are you ready?” Angelica asked him. 

Rupert nodded, even though right then the ache inside him was too great to ever be subdued. He would never be ready for the moment to let his mother go.

They stepped into the temple together. It had been dressed for a state funeral with a haste that was almost unseemly, rich drapes in dark hues filling the space within, cut through here and there by the royal crest. The pews of the temple were full of mourners, every noble in Ashton and for miles around turning out, along with merchants and soldiers, clergy and more. Rupert had made sure of that.

“They’re all here,” he said, looking around.

“All who could come,” Angelica replied. 

“The ones who didn’t are traitors,” Rupert snapped back. “I’ll have them killed.”

“Of course,” Angelica said. “After the invasion, though.”

It was strange that he’d found someone so ready to agree to all the things that needed doing. She was as ruthless as he was in her way, beautiful and intelligent. She was there for this, too, standing beside him and managing to make even funeral black look exquisite, there to support Rupert as he made his way through the temple, toward the spot where his mother’s coffin sat waiting for interment, her crown set atop it.

A choir started to sing a requiem as they proceeded, the high priestess droning her prayers to the goddess. None of it would be original. There had been no time for that. Still Rupert would have a composer employed once all this was done. He would raise statues to his mother. He would—

“We’re here, Rupert,” Angelica said, guiding him to his seat on the front row. There was more than enough space there, in spite of the crowded building. Perhaps the guardsmen standing there to enforce it had something to do with that.

“We are gathered to bear witness to the passing of a great figure among us,” the high priestess droned as Rupert took his place. “Dowager Queen Mary of the House of Flamberg is gone behind the mask of death, into the arms of the goddess there. We mourn her passing.”

Rupert mourned it, the grief rising up through him as the priestess spoke about what a great ruler his mother had been, how important her role had been in unifying the kingdom. The old priestess gave a long sermon about the virtues found in the holy texts that his mother had embodied, and then men and women started to come up to speak about her greatness, her kindness, her humility.

“It’s like they’re talking about someone else,” Rupert whispered across to Angelica. 

“It’s the sort of thing that they’re expected to say at a funeral,” she replied.

Rupert shook his head. “No, it isn’t right. It isn’t right.”

He stood, moving to the front of the temple, not caring that some lord was still busy spinning out the one time he’d met the Dowager into a eulogy. The man backed away as Rupert approached, falling silent.

“You’re all talking nonsense,” Rupert said, his voice carrying easily. “You’re talking about my mother and ignoring the real her! You say that she was good, and kind, and generous? She was none of those things! She was hard. She was ruthless. She could be cruel.” His hand swept around. “Is there anyone here she didn’t hurt? She hurt me often enough. She treated me like I was barely worthy to be her son.”

He could hear the whispers among those there. Let them whisper. He was their king now. What they thought didn’t matter.

“But she was strong, though,” Rupert said. “It’s thanks to her that you have a country at all. Thanks to her that traitors to this land have been driven out, their magic suppressed.” 

A thought came to him.

“I will be as strong. I will do what is needed.”

He strode over to the coffin, lifting the crown. He thought about what Angelica had said about the Assembly of Nobles, as if Rupert needed their permission. He took it, and he set it on his own brow, ignoring the gasps from those there.

“We will bury my mother as the person she was,” Rupert said, “not as your lies! I command it as your king!”

Angelica stood then, hurrying over to him and taking his hand. “Rupert, are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he shot back. Another impulse came to him, and he looked out over the crowd. “You all know Milady d’Angelica,” Rupert said. “Well, I have an announcement for you. Tonight, I will take her as my wife. You are all required to attend. Anyone who does not will be hanged for it.”

There was no gasp this time. Perhaps they could no longer be shocked. Perhaps they’d gone past it all. Rupert walked over to the coffin.

“There, Mother,” he said. “I have your crown. I’m going to marry, and tomorrow, I’m going to save your kingdom. Is that enough for you? Is it?”

A part of Rupert expected some answer, some sign. There was nothing. Nothing but the silence of the watching crowd, and the deep guilt that somehow still wormed its way through him.


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

From the balcony of a house in Carrick, the Master of Crows watched the gathering armies, looking out through the eyes of his creatures. He smiled to himself as he did so, a sense of satisfaction creeping over him. 

“The pieces are in place,” he said, as his crows showed him the gathering ships, the defenders rushing to build barricades. “Now to watch them fall.”

The bloody sunset matched his mood today, as did the screams coming from the courtyard below his balcony. The day’s executions were proceeding apace: two men caught trying to desert, a would-be thief, a woman who had stabbed her husband. They stood tied to posts while the executioners worked with swords and garroting rope.

The crows descended on them. There were probably those who thought that he enjoyed the violence of such moments. The truth was that it didn’t matter either way to him; only the power that such deaths brought through his pets.

The Master of Crows looked around at the commanders waiting for his instructions, seeing if any flinched or looked away from the scenes below. Most did not, because they’d learned what was expected of them. One younger officer swallowed as he watched though. He would probably need to be watched.

For a moment or two, the Master of Crows slipped his attention back to the creatures wheeling above Ashton. As they gyred and looped, they showed him the spread of the advancing fleet, the branching force that sought to land further up the coast. A rook on a city wall showed him a group of Ishjemme men in merchant clothes opening a hidden chest of weapons by the river. A raven near the city’s graveyard heard men talking of retreating when the attack came, leaving the nobles to fend for themselves.

It seemed like a combination that might leave his pets hungry. He could not have that.

“We have a task to perform,” he said to the waiting men as he brought his attention back to himself. “Follow me.”

He led the way down through the house, taking it for granted that the others would be in his wake. Servants scurried aside, eager not to be in the path of so many powerful men as they descended. The Master of Crows could feel their resentment and their fear, but it didn’t matter. It was only the inevitable consequence of ruling.

In the courtyard, the screams had faded to the silence that only death could bring. Even the quietest of living creatures had the soft sound of breath, the fluttering beating of a heart. Now, only the cawing of the crows cut through the silence as the bodies hung limp against their posts.

“Order must be maintained,” the Master of Crows said, looking over at the officer who had shown a flicker of distaste. “We are a machine of many parts, and each must play its role. Now that they have stepped beyond their bounds, the role of these three is to feed the carrion birds.”

Those were flying down in greater numbers now, settling on the still recent corpses as they started to feast. Already, the Master of Crows could feel the power starting to flow into his flock from the deaths, along with the hundreds more that spread around the New Army’s empire at any one time. There were even a few of his birds feeding in the Dowager’s kingdom.

“It is time to place a thumb upon the scales,” he said, drawing on that power and tracing silver lines of consequence within his mind. Each represented a possibility, a choice. The Master of Crows had no way of knowing which would come to pass; he was not the woman of the fountain, or another of the true seers. He could see enough, though, to know where to exert influence. Where to push for the effects he wanted.

He reached out to the fluttering birds around Ashton. His mind sought the spots where a few well-placed words might do the most, and corvids of all kinds came from the sky to croak them.

A raven landed near the commander of Ashton’s city watch at his command, black eyes staring up at him.

“Northerners on the river,” it croaked as the Master of Crows uttered the words. “Northerners on the river, disguised as merchants.”

He didn’t wait to watch the man’s shock as he tried to make sense of what was happening. Instead, the Master of Crows shifted his attention to a rook in the graveyard, having it land on a headstone near the would-be conspirators who planned to flee. 

“Be brave,” his bird croaked. “You are watched.”

To balance it, he sent another bird to a man by one of the main walls, having it caw a premonition of death. He sowed courage and cowardice, gave truths and told lies, weaving them into a spell of known and half-known things.

Not all of the birds were successful. He sent a blackbird winging its way to Prince Rupert’s window, only to find it barred. He sent a crow winging out toward the ships that waited in the harbor, circling lower over Ishjemme’s flagship, only to find his attention caught by the sight of a young man looking up. The Master of Crows knew that young man. He was the one who had thrust a blade into him back in Ishjemme. He stared up at the bird now, and his hand went to his belt, coming up with a pistol almost inhumanly fast…

“Damn it all!” the Master of Crows snarled as he jerked his attention back from the bird just in time. 

He left the invaders’ fleet alone. Instead, he focused his attention on the city, finding small things that might give men courage or take it, that might fuel their rage or make them careless. He had a magpie steal a wife’s wedding ring as she washed glasses, then drop it at the feet of the soldier she was married to. No doubt the man would spend the battle wondering why it was not on her finger, and if he should be home. He had a raven lift a lit candle, dropping it in a set of abandoned buildings where the flames would lick. 

“Let them choose if they want to save their homes from invaders or from fire,” he said.

There were a hundred other birds about a hundred other errands, each one taking a flicker of power, but each one an investment in the chaos that would flow from it. Some spoke to soldiers, others to men and women he’d sent for this moment, who stood to tell stories of the horrors of Ishjemme to those who would listen, or suggested bloody rebellion against the Dowager’s line, or both.

The Master of Crows took a battle that should have been an easy victory for the invaders and wove it into something more complex, more dangerous, and more deadly.

By the time he came back to himself, he was smiling with what he had achieved. Men thought of the great workings of magic and they thought of symbols or ancient tomes, yet he had just worked something far greater, with far less. He looked around at his officers, still watching the crows pecking at the dead with dutiful expressions.

“The enemy will have their battle for Ashton tomorrow,” he said. “It will be a bloody one, with many dead on all sides.”

He couldn’t help a note of satisfaction at that. After all, he was the main reason that so many would die.

“When do we strike, my lord?” one of his fleet’s commanders asked. “Do you have orders for us?”

“You are eager to attack?” the Master of Crows asked.

“I am, my lord,” the man said. He pounded a fist into his palm. “I want to crush them for the humiliation they inflicted last time around.”

“Me too,” a general said. “I want them to know that the New Army is stronger.”

A chorus of assent followed, each man seeming to strive harder than the last to show how committed he was to making up for the failures of the assault on the Dowager’s kingdom. Maybe that was the point. Maybe each wanted to show that they could do better. Maybe they thought that their hides were at stake if they failed again.

They weren’t entirely wrong in that guess. Even so, the Master of Crows held up a hand for calm. “Be patient. Return to your men and your ships. Ensure that all is ready for an attack. I will tell you the moment for it.”

They left as a group, each hurrying to prepare. The Master of Crows let them go. For now, his attention was on the blood red of the sunset and what it portended. There would be blood aplenty in the morning, he had no doubt. Thanks to his creatures’ efforts, there would be carnage on a scale that would make Ashton’s river run red. His creatures would feast.

“And when they are done,” he said, “we will add what’s left to our empire.”

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

The assassin who went by Rose waited for full dark before she rowed out toward the ships waiting in the harbor, her oars muffled by cloth in the rowlocks. It helped that the moon was bright, and that she’d always seen well in the dark when she needed to. It meant that she didn’t have to risk even a thief’s lantern. Even so, fear ran through her with every stroke, pushed down only with an effort.

“This will be fine,” she said. “You’ve done this a hundred times before.”

Perhaps not a hundred. Even the finest of her profession who ever lived had never killed so many. She was not some butcher’s cleaver, sent to cut down as many in a war as she could. She was a gardener’s knife, sheering only what was necessary from the stem.

“Half the soldiers there will have killed more than me,” she whispered, as if that justified it.

There was always fear as she did it. Fear of discovery. Fear that something would go wrong. Fear that she might acquire the kind of conscience that stopped her from doing what she was best at.

“Not so far,” Rose whispered.

Gently, she guided her boat through the waiting boats. She wasn’t surprised to hear a voice call out into the night.

“Oi, who goes down there? What are you up to?” 

Rose saw a soldier leaning over the prow of a nearby ship, a bow in his hands. Perhaps someone stupid would have tried to row to safety, and gotten an arrow in their back for their trouble. Instead, she took a moment to think. Accents were a skill she’d taken the time to work on, so now Rose selected a suitable one, not Ishjemme itself, but the rougher burr of one of the islands between there and the kingdom’s coast. That was better. The soldiers from Ishjemme might know one another. They couldn’t expect to know all their allies.

“Getting ready for a battle, you idiot. What are you doing? Trying to wake up all of Ashton?”

“Aye, well, you could be anyone!” the soldier called out. “It could have been a boat full of the enemy, for all I knew.”

“Do I look like a boat full of the enemy?” Rose shot back. “Now, can I get on with delivering the reports I’m supposed to? I’ve been scouting that excuse for a city for hours now. Can’t even find the flagship.”

She saw the man point.

“Over there,” he said. 

“Thanks.”

Rose was good at pretending to be people she wasn’t. Some thought that assassins should be people who could fight their way through an army, or fire an arrow from further than a man could see. She liked stories like that. It meant that they weren’t looking at the innocuous figure next to them who had just put something in their wine.

“No chance of doing that this time though,” she said to herself. 

She wasn’t sure that Milady d’Angelica had understood what she was asking when she’d sent her to do this. Frankly, she doubted the noblewoman cared. Yet there was a big difference between poisoning some rival in Ashton and sneaking onto a ship in the middle of a battle fleet. 

Especially one where those who led it were rumored to have magic.

That was the part that terrified her in all of this. How was someone supposed to slip aboard a ship when people could read the murderous thoughts in her heart? When they could sense her coming and probably send phantasms shrieking after her soul? It meant that her usual strategy of disguise and lying was out, for one thing.

“I should just row all the way to the continent,” Rose muttered. What kind of idiot put herself in the middle of a battle like this by choice? She kept going in the direction of the flagship, though, for three reasons.

One was that she was being paid well for this. Too well to ignore it. Another was that, whatever her skills with a knife and a poisoned dart, she suspected that Milady d’Angelica would be a dangerous enemy to have. The third… well, the third was simple:

She was good at this.

Rose stopped the small boat well short of the flagship, in the space where it was just one more shadow against the dark. Taking off her Ishjemme colors to reveal black clothes beneath, she slipped into the waters of the bay. 

The cold leached heat from her body, while she tried not to think of all the filth that spilled from Ashton’s gutters into its river and then the sea. She ignored the idea of the other things that might be in the waters too, the sharks and other predators that would be gathering to scavenge in the wake of a battle. Maybe their presence would even be a good thing, disguising her murderous intent with their own to any prying minds.

Rose crept forward with silent strokes through the water, ducking her head whenever she thought someone might be glancing in her direction, ignoring the foul taste of the seawater. It seemed to take forever to get close to the flagship, the roll of it pushing out a faint wash that buffeted her as she closed on it. 

Finally, her fingers found the wood of the hull, searching for handholds the way someone else might have clambered their way up a rock face. Rose moved slowly, determined not to make any sound, even trying to still her thoughts so that they would not give her away to any of those there with magic.

She raised her head up enough to see a watchman moving along the deck. She ducked down, listening to the rhythm of his steps, letting him pass. Still, she didn’t move. Instead, she waited until he passed twice more, learning the pattern of it. Someone more foolish might have rushed out onto the deck the first time, and been caught for it. Rose had learned when to be patient.

The third time the watcher went past, she slipped into his wake, a length of garroting wire dropping from her sleeve. The man was taller than her, but Rose was used to that. She had the wire around his throat in an instant, jerking it tight and driving her knee into his back to bring him down. There was no time for him to scream as the wire cut deep, only for a brief gasp to escape.

Rose dumped the guard’s body in the water, trying to do it as quietly as possible. It was a shame to have to kill someone who was not her target, but the man’s watch had too few spaces in it, too few gaps into which she might slip when the time came to make her escape. She put her garrote away. She would not be using it for what came next.

“Quietly now,” she whispered to herself as she scurried below decks. 

She might not have the magic that those here were said to have, to ferret out the thoughts of others, but she had eyes to pick out the shadows of coiled ropes and stacked weapons in the near dark, ears to seek out the breathing of sleeping men, differentiating carefully between those who were deeply asleep and those who might wake if she got too close. She moved on the balls of her feet, keeping to the shadows as she moved past the spaces where the ordinary soldiers lay, heading for the space where her target would be.

Rose opened doors in silence in the dark, looking at the sleeping figures there, watching for the one she’d been sent for. She found her target in a room marked with Ishjemme’s colors: the room of a leader, the room of a ruler. She pushed open the door in silence. 

Ahead of her, a candle flickered into being, revealing Lars Skyddar, sitting on a sea chair, a sword across his lap.

“You’ve come for me,” he said.

Rose considered her options. Could she run? Could she get clear of this ship before this man brought a whole crew to face her?

“How did you know I was coming?” she demanded. “I know I made no sound.”

“A long time ago, I was told that I would face death on the night before our greatest battle, and that I must face it alone. I’ve known this moment was coming since my nieces arrived.”

“Are you going to call for them?” Rose asked, her hands moving down almost imperceptibly to her belt, considering which of the poisoned darts there might do the job best. Their deaths weren’t the plan for tonight, but Milady d’Angelica would probably reward her well if she managed it.

“I will not risk their lives,” Lars Skyddar said. “Yours, on the other hand…”

He leapt forward, almost fast enough that Rose couldn’t do anything. If he’d been twenty years younger, perhaps she wouldn’t have been able to do anything, and the sword would have hacked deep into her. As it was, it still caught her flesh as she dove aside, still left a smear of blood as she rolled back to her feet.

Ishjemme’s duke was already turning to attack her again, but Rose’s hand came up from her belt, flinging a handful of darts without caring which poison was on them, only caring that some, enough, would strike home.

Her foe gasped as they hit him. The darts held everything from sleeping poisons to the quickest of killers, and even the assassin had no clue what so many would do at once. It was enough that they were doing something. Even as she watched, the sword went clattering to the ground.

She slipped in close, drawing a dagger, not wanting to leave it to an uncertain combination of alchemy to finish the job. She pulled back her arm to deliver the fatal thrust…

And Lars Skyddar pulled her close, dragging one of the darts from his flesh and into hers.

Rose stabbed him on reflex, thrusting up into the man’s heart before abandoning her grip on the blade. She stared down at him, then at the dart sticking from her flesh, unable to contain her shock. He’d poisoned her with her own weapon!

Rose all but staggered from the cabin, trying to stay quiet but having no time for it. She didn’t know which poison had been on the weapon, but already she thought she could feel a sluggishness invading her limbs, numbness reaching into her fingertips.

She grabbed an antidote vial from her belt, not knowing if it was the right one, or if it would make things worse. She slipped up onto the deck, moving with graceless steps now, not even sure which way her small boat lay for her escape. She staggered to the railing, turning back briefly, glimpsing sailors looking in other directions, none seeing her.

She toppled from the ship, no art to it, no skill. She imagined that the splash of it would be enough to draw attention from all around if it weren’t for the press of so many ships in such a small space.

As the water closed over her, she had one thought: she’d done what was required of her. She’d killed the leader of the invasion, leaving only the untested and the young to do the job. She’d cleared the way for other plots too, the ones that Milady d’Angelica thought she didn’t know about. 

She’d done all of that, and not one piece of it helped as the water swallowed her up.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

The wedding was not what Angelica would have hoped for from her nuptials. She stood at the entrance to the church of the Masked Goddess, only recently scrubbed clean of the evidence of the funeral, and trying to ignore all the imperfections. When she had dreamed of this day as a girl, imagining the triumph of it, it had not looked like this. 

There had been no time to organize things as they should be. The wedding was too hasty for that, reusing elements from previous celebrations to make ends meet. Angelica was sure that the flowers set around the walls were the same ones that had been there for the Dowager’s disposal. It was an insult in its way.

“And not the only one,” Angelica whispered to herself, her wedding mask stealing away the sound of it. Her dress was one she’d had prepared, but so much of the rest of it had been thrown together: the paltry feast to follow at the palace, the fact that her family had no time to travel to Ashton to see it all…

They weren’t the only ones. In spite of Rupert’s threats that anyone who was absent would mark themselves as a traitor, there were still plenty of empty seats. Some would not have been able to make it to the city, while others would have sought to escape before the battle that might be approaching the city. Others would have chosen to be absent, in disapproval at the choice, as a protest that the Assembly had not been consulted, or simply because they weren’t ready for such a swift wedding. 

It didn’t matter. It was enough that some of the city’s nobles were there, and that Angelica was going to marry Rupert for all of them to see. It was enough that people would know that she was his wife, and their queen.

“The prince looks very handsome, my lady,” one of her attendants said to her.

“Yes,” Angelica agreed, “he does.”

A moment like this was what Rupert was made for. A moment when he could stand in front of a crowd by a masked priestess, resplendent in silk and velvet, gold embroidery shining in the candlelight. As long as he didn’t have to organize anything, or make good decisions, or show any kind of compassion, Rupert was the perfect prince. 

Angelica made her way to him, the sound of harps floating along with every step. The gardeners had not been able to secure the finest red rose petals in such a short space of time, so Angelica’s attendants threw a mixture of petals instead, taking from whatever flowers could be scavenged.

She stopped in front of the altar, and it was hard in that moment not to think about the last time that she’d done this, with Sebastian there, refusing to declare his love for her. She pushed that thought away. This marriage had nothing to do with love, whatever she would say in the next few minutes.

The thing it did have to do with sat on the altar: a lightweight crown, obviously taken out of the palace’s treasury, sitting on a velvet cushion for the occasion.

“We stand in the sight of the Masked Goddess,” the high priestess said. “Unmask one another, see the truth of one another, and declare your love if you intend to marry.”

Rupert reached up for Angelica’s wedding mask, removing it and tossing it aside. Angelica took his with more grace, passing it to a waiting servant.

“Milady d’Angelica,” the high priestess said. “Do you declare your love for King Rupert of the House of Flamberg? Will you be his wife?”

“I do,” Angelica said, “and I will.”

She could feign love as easily as anything else, at least for as long as it was necessary. She would feign anything she needed to for this. She took Rupert’s hands.

“I will love you until the end of our days,” she said.

“And you, King Rupert—” the high priestess began.

“Yes, yes, I want her for my wife,” Rupert snapped. “I’m not my brother, to run out on his wedding.”

Angelica had to work hard not to let any of the anger she felt in that moment show on her face. Instead, she managed a brief laugh. 

“And do you love me, my king?” she asked.

Rupert stared at her as if finding the question surprising. No, as if finding the answer to it a surprise.

“Yes,” he said. “Yes, I do.”

There, Angelica thought as she reached out her hand and Rupert’s, letting the priestess bind them together. That satisfied what was formally required, at least. No one could say that the wedding hadn’t been properly conducted; that it wasn’t legal.

“I declare the blessing of the Masked Goddess upon you both,” the high priestess said. “May she bring you success and happiness in your endeavors, and the fruitfulness of children.”

Ah, children. It would be necessary to consummate the marriage, of course, and if she could get with Rupert’s child, then so much the better. Or perhaps not. Perhaps she could find a more suitable man for that task. Still, Angelica could tell that Rupert was growing impatient. The high priestess didn’t seem to understand that, though.

“Before we move to the next stage of the ceremony, I would like to say a few—”

“Enough,” Rupert said. “I want to crown my wife as my queen, not listen to you prattle on.”

“Rupert—” Angelica began, in a careful tone, but Rupert was already pulling free of the strip of cloth that bound them both together. 

“Your majesty,” the high priestess said as he went to the crown. “Traditionally, it is my role to place the crown on your beloved’s head.”

“It’s only a tradition since my family declared it one,” Rupert snapped back. He took the crown, lifting it.

Angelica bowed her head, feeling the crown settle into place as Rupert placed it there with surprising delicacy. She could feel the faint tremble in his fingers, or maybe that was in her from the excitement of it.

“Angelica is my queen,” Rupert said, looking out at the room as if daring any man to disagree. “She is my queen because I say that she is. She speaks with my voice, and if you disobey her, you disobey me!”

He turned back to her, taking her hands.

“I know it isn’t the wedding you should have had,” he said.

Angelica shook her head. “I’m married to you. I have everything I want from my wedding.”

Rupert seemed almost as surprised by that as he had been declaring his love. It was the truth though. Angelica was the queen of the kingdom. She had all she’d worked for. There was only one more thing that was needed before this could be hers alone.

 

***

 

Angelica lay beside Rupert in the royal chambers of the palace, listening to his pants of exhaustion and trying her best to feign happiness.

“You were wonderful, my darling,” she said. “My husband.”

Rupert sat up in the bed, drawing her into a fierce kiss. “I don’t think I’ll tire of hearing you say that,” he said. “Not for as long as I live.”

Which shouldn’t be much longer, if Angelica had anything to do with it. By rights, Rupert should already have been a corpse. The only reason he still breathed was that her assassin had yet to return from dealing with the leaders of the incoming fleet, had yet to do the job that Angelica was paying her for.

“And I will never tire of being your wife,” Angelica assured him, with a smile that was actually genuine. After all, being Rupert’s wife meant that she was queen. It meant that she would continue to be queen, even after the untimely events of this evening.

She was still undecided about who to blame. Those attacking the city, perhaps, or maybe just his own madness. Either way, Rupert would certainly make a better martyr than a ruler.

She felt Rupert’s hands on her again then, drawing her back toward him. It took an effort to turn and kiss him.

“Again, my husband?” she asked.

“It is our wedding night,” Rupert pointed out. His grip tightened slightly, promising more bruises to match the ones that Angelica already had from him.

“It’s also the night before what promises to be an important battle,” Angelica replied. “As much as I want to keep you awake all of the night, I suspect that a commander needs his sleep. I wouldn’t want the city to fall because I was too demanding.”

Rupert’s hand twined in her hair, and Angelica gasped as it jerked tight. “Let the city burn for all I care. You’re what I want, and I take what I want.”

In every cruel way he could think of, Angelica thought. She glanced around, hoping that her assassin would be there, ending the need to pretend.

“What are you looking for?” Rupert demanded. Angelica cursed herself silently. She hadn’t thought he would notice, but of course he would; predators always tracked movement.

“I had arranged a surprise for you, to celebrate our wedding,” Angelica said. 

 “What kind of surprise?” Rupert shot back. He pulled on her hair again, apparently enjoying her sound of pain.

“The kind I thought you would like,” Angelica said. “A woman, a servant of mine, who has… displeased me.”

That was certainly true. Rose should have killed Rupert and been gone by now. 

“Ah,” Rupert said, letting go of Angelica. “That has… possibilities.”

Angelica could imagine them all too easily.

“But she is not here,” Rupert said. “And you are.”

“True,” Angelica said. She moved to stand. “And I will be only too happy to fill in the time. Would you like some wine first though, husband? This has been thirsty work.”

Rupert nodded, and Angelica stood from the bed, snatching up her clothes as if to appear demure. It took her a moment to locate a decanter of wine in the unfamiliar rooms, and she had a brief moment of pleasure at the thought that she’d bedded the Dowager’s son in the old hag’s own rooms. That seemed a fitting kind of revenge.

She went to pour the wine, slipping a powder from her clothes into her palm. It took only a moment to add it to one goblet, hoping that she’d judged it right. She didn’t have the extensive skills of her assassin when it came to these things, but even so, Angelica wasn’t prepared to wait any longer. She would do this herself, and Rose could pay the penalty for her lateness afterward.

“Here you go, my husband,” she said, handing him the goblet. “Drink well. I want you refreshed for everything else to follow tonight.”

She pushed back her fear in that moment, ignoring thoughts of what might happen if Rupert guessed what she planned, or tasted some difference in the wine. Instead, she smiled and watched while he drained it, waiting until he tossed the empty goblet across the room before she allowed herself a look of triumph. 

“What’s that look about?” Rupert asked. “What have you…” He coughed, and then coughed again, clutching at his throat. Angelica kept watching, enjoying this moment more than she should have. 

Rupert started to his feet, and for a brief moment Angelica knew real terror. What if the poison didn’t work fast enough? What if it didn’t do all she hoped? There had been a reason she had asked an assassin to do this, after all. 

No. Rupert managed one step, then another, but the third sent him down to his knees, stumbling and staring up at her with a mixture of rage and surprised hurt, as if he’d expected that this would turn out any other way.

“Oh, don’t look like that, Rupert,” Angelica said. “We both know that if I didn’t kill you, eventually, you’d have killed me. It’s not as if I loved you. You were just a means to an end.”

Thinking of that end, Angelica dressed while Rupert slumped to the floor. She would have liked to stay and watch him die, but it was better to go and make preparations.

She had power to consolidate, and a battle to win.


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Sophia woke to the sound of tolling bells, ringing out across the ship so loud they seemed to fill the world around her.

Sister, you need to come at once, Lucas sent.

What is it? Sophia sent back. Is there an attack?

It’s our uncle…

Sophia was on her feet almost instantly, Sienne rushing to her side as if sensing that something was wrong. She dressed and went up onto the deck as quickly as she could, but even so, by the time she got there, she felt as though she was too late.

A body lay on the deck, covered by a sheet. Her cousins stood around it, when they should have been off preparing for the attack. Lucas was there too. One look at the figures there, at her cousins standing around the body, and at their grave expressions, told her who it covered. Even so, she asked it.

“Is that…”

“It’s our uncle,” Lucas said, moving to stand beside Sophia.

The words felt like a hammer blow striking her chest, the sudden grief of it pushing the air from her. They’d only just found their uncle. For him to be gone… it just didn’t make sense. When they pulled the sheet back, revealing the dart wounds and the knife blow, that feeling only got worse.

“How?” Sophia said, feeling as though the world was closing in on her. This moment hurt in a way that she hadn’t thought anything could. To have regained a family only to have her uncle torn away from her felt as though her heart had been ripped from her chest.

She looked around her cousins, from Frig to Endi, from Hans to Ulf to Jan, as if they might have an answer. “How did this happen?”

“We don’t know,” Lucas said. 

“We do know,” Ulf roared, pointing at the city. “The people here slew him!”

Sophia might not be able to read her cousins’ thoughts, but she didn’t need to be able to in order to get a sense of the anger there. If she wasn’t careful, her cousins would roll over Ashton like a storm, taking their anger out on anyone who got in the way.

“The people of the city didn’t do this,” Sophia said. “This was the Dowager’s doing.”

“My people tell me that the Dowager is dead,” Endi said. 

“Then Rupert,” Sophia replied, “or someone else in their government. It doesn’t take a whole city to send an assassin.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Endi agreed. “The question is what we do now.”

“We tear their city apart,” Ulf said.

“We find the person who did this and kill them,” Frig agreed.

Sophia saw her cousin shake his head. 

“I meant, what will we do about burying our father, and who will be Ishjemme’s duke,” Endi said. He looked down. “I have no wish to see us squabbling over the succession in the middle of a battle.”

“That’s probably what the enemy intended,” Jan said. When he looked Sophia’s way, she could see the redness around his eyes as if he were struggling to hold back tears. “They… they thought that they could take away our leader and leave us… leave us fighting among ourselves.”

Sophia could hear him struggling to think clearly, and she guessed that had been part of the plan in killing her uncle too. It had been such a callous thing to do, such a sudden blow, and Sophia found herself wondering what might have happened if that blow had been aimed at her.

You can’t blame yourself, Lucas sent to her. 

If I hadn’t brought everyone here…

Then there would have been an assassin sent to Ishjemme, Lucas replied.

He was right, Sophia knew he was, but even so, it was hard to look down at her uncle’s body and not think that her need to rescue Sebastian had contributed to this moment. Her uncle had even seemed to guess that it might be coming, when he’d handed over his signet ring to her. Sophia rubbed it now, thinking. 

“There is still the question of which of us should be named duke,” Hans said, “even if it is only for the battle.”

“My uncle gave the dukedom to me,” Sophia said, holding up her hand so that the others might see the ring with her uncle’s seal upon it shining in the sun. “He said that in the old days, it would pass back to the king or queen between each generation to be granted anew.”

Hans bowed to her. “Then you are more than our queen, cousin. You rule Ishjemme.”

“Until I can work out which of you should get it,” Sophia said. She didn’t want her cousins thinking that she was depriving them of their birthright. She looked around at her cousins, hoping they understood, then looked back to her uncle. “We should bury him, but it doesn’t seem right, giving him some rough burial at sea.”

“Give me a ship,” Endi said. “I will take him home.”

Sophia frowned at that. “You’d miss the battle, Endi.”

She saw her cousin shrug. “And I’m the one who can. The others are all fighters and commanders. I’m just the one who is supposed to spot danger coming out of the dark, and I failed. I’m no use here.”

Sophia put a hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t send the assassin, Endi.”

“No, but someone did, and I’d see my father buried properly now. Let me take him back to Ishjemme, Sophia. Let me see him buried at home.”

Sophia could see some of the others nodding along with that idea. A part of Sophia knew that they needed every ship for the battle, but the truth was that she couldn’t begrudge her cousins this. If they wanted Endi to take their father home, then she wasn’t going to try to stop it. She wanted this done as it should be.

“All right, Endi,” she said. “Take a ship. Take my uncle’s body home and bury him with honor.”

Endi bowed. “Thank you, cousin. You men, help me with my father.”

He took some men and had them lift Lars Skyddar, carrying him to the edge of the ship and lowering him in a small boat to row to another of their fleet. Sophia watched them go, not wanting to break away while her uncle was in sight. Eventually, though, she knew that she had to.

She turned back to her cousins. “Whoever sent the assassin who killed my uncle did it for a reason. They wanted to slow our invasion. They’ve already pulled us away from the attack we should have been making. Tell me now… can the rest of you do what you’ve promised to do in this attack?”

“I can,” Hans said.

“Ulf and I will be strong,” Frig promised. 

“I will do what I must,” Jan said. 

Lucas nodded. We will take the city, sister.

I hope so, Sophia sent back. Aloud, she continued. “I hate having to ask you to do this now, when you should be grieving. It feels as though the world should come to a halt for my uncle’s death, but the truth is that it can’t. There are soldiers there waiting for orders, and you are all the best people to give them. Go take the city, and I promise you that we will honor Lars Skyddar with our victory.”

She watched them go, each setting off to his or her appointed position. The only problem was that she could watch them go. It was fully light now, any element of surprise long gone. Sophia swallowed as she thought about how much harder that might make the battle to come. She just hoped her cousins and her siblings would be safe.

 

***

 

Sophia watched the small boats that held her cousins rowing into their appointed positions. Ulf and Frig’s boat slipped in close to the shore near the river gate. Hans headed for the outskirts of the city, where his men should already be taking positions. Jan and Lucas went off to join the main fleet, ready for the punch of the crucial assault.

“It’s just you and me,” Sophia said to Sienne, ruffling the forest cat’s ears. She looked around, taking in the Dowager’s ships in the harbor, knowing that soon, they would be all but obscured by cannon smoke. Everything was set for the battle. It just needed her to give the order. The moment she did, though, more men and women of Ishjemme would die. Her uncle would be only the first.

It was enough to make her pause, but only for a few seconds. This needed to happen. Sebastian had to be freed, and the Dowager’s family stopped. Sophia raised her hand, then swept it down.

Around her, trumpets blared, and her fleet swept into the attack, the ships moving forward with an almost stately grace that seemed serene until the first cannon boomed, its projectile falling short to hit the water with a splash.

More cannon roared then, and now Sophia could see the splintering of stone and wood as they struck at both the city and the ships in front of it. Clouds of smoke billowed up, turning a bright day into something darker, stinking of gunpowder. Sophia watched the first of her ships close on one of the enemy’s, soldiers pouring across, the shouts and screams of it audible even though her flagship was back from the main thrust of the battle.

We’re attacking now, Kate’s voice said, sounding in her mind.

Be careful, Sophia sent back.

Careful doesn’t win battles.

The hardest part was not being able to see what was happening in the city. For a moment, Sophia wished she had the skills of someone like the Master of Crows, so she could look down on it all and make sure that the people she cared about were safe. Only the thought of what it cost him made her think twice about it.

Even so, she gripped the rail of her ship, trying to peer through the clouds of cannon smoke to see some of what was happening. 

“Come on,” she said. “Let it be working.”

She could see boats engaging with one another on the water, cannons firing, crews moving to the rails ready for the brutality of hand-to-hand assaults. Sophia had to clamp down on her gifts for a moment or two as a ship caught fire nearby, the sheer agony of the men there cutting through every other thought. She could hear the crack of muskets from the shore, where Hans and Kate would be, while she thought she could see Frig and Ulf down by the river gate, waiting for the moment when the people she had inside would open it, and they would hold it, waiting for the rest of them to attack.

It didn’t open, though. 

Sophia stared at the gate, willed it to open, considered if she might have misremembered what was supposed to happen. No. The men she’d sent into the city posing as merchants were supposed to open that gate at dawn. There was nothing to misunderstand. It just wasn’t happening.

Tell me that things are going well for you, she sent to Kate.

Wish I could, Kate sent back. There were soldiers here waiting. Somehow, they knew we were coming.

Sophia could only guess at one possibility: they’d been betrayed. A glance up at the sky, seeing the crows circling there for the battle, made it easy to guess how that might have happened. She forced her attention back down to the battle, trying to make sense of the chaos around her. She could swear that she saw at least half a dozen ships breaking away from the battle, sailing back in the direction of Ishjemme. Were these deserters, or cowards, or just men who had decided that they needed to pull back from the fight to regroup?

Sophia was about to yell out orders to intercept them. Then she saw the ships creeping into view on the horizon.

They weren’t hers. All the ships that had come with them to Ashton were either here engaged in the main assault or off with Kate and Hans’s force. That meant that these fresh ships had to be enemies. Could the Dowager or Rupert have managed to recall ships from around her coast when they heard about the fleet approaching? Paid for mercenaries to come in to aid their kingdom? Maybe, and it was more than possible if the Master of Crows had made his beasts croak a message into the right ears.

“We’re trapped,” Sophia said, trying to think of a way out of it. There was no way out, though. They were caught between the ships arriving and the ones close to the shore. If they stayed where they were, then they would be crushed. If the ships pulled away, they might get to safety, but they would abandon everyone who had already made it to the shore. Besides, there was no guarantee that the ships there wouldn’t hunt them once they were done, following to make sure they captured or killed the new queen who was giving them so much trouble.

Maybe, though, just maybe, there was something in that they could use…

Sophia moved to the captain of the flagship, cursing the slowness that came with her pregnancy. She found him shouting orders down to the men below.

“Get us turned broadside so that we can fire!” he yelled. “Hurry. Your majesty, you should probably go below. The fighting is getting closer.”

“Not as close as I need it to get,” Sophia said, trying not to show any of the fear she felt. The truth was that whatever fear there was, it was easily eclipsed by the greater fears of what might happen to her forces if she let things stand as they were.

“What do you mean, your majesty?” the captain asked.

“I mean that I need you to signal the three or four ships around us to put to sea with as much fanfare as possible.”

The captain frowned at that. “Your majesty, if we flee now—”

Sophia pointed to the advancing ships. “If we flee now, the fleet coming in might pursue us. So might some of the ones in this battle, because I’m a prize they want. Every ship following us is a ship the others don’t have to deal with.”

“And a ship we do,” the captain pointed out.

“Some things are worth a little risk,” Sophia said. “But we need to attract attention. Fly flags, sound trumpets. Make it obvious that I’m here.”

The captain looked as though he might argue, but then nodded. “It will be as you say, your majesty. This is… it is very brave. I just hope that it will do all that you wish.”

So, looking at the oncoming fleet, did Sophia. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Angelica selected her appearance that morning with the care a soldier might have taken strapping on armor. The truth was that it played the same role. The right appearance would protect her then, while the wrong one would see her dead. It should have been a thought that terrified her, but instead, Angelica felt a thrill of excitement at it.

She chose mourning black, but shot through with the opulent red and gold of royalty. Her dress was severe enough to emphasize her authority, without doing anything to make her look less beautiful. That was one weapon she would not blunt. Angelica splashed water on her face to make it look as though she had been crying, settled the queen’s crown on her head, and walked the short distance to the Assembly of Nobles.

Guards and attendants surrounded her for the journey. She could see their fear and their confusion. She could even understand it, when cannon fire cut through the air in the distance. Angelica ignored all of it. That battle for Ashton could only come once she had won the bigger battle, for the kingdom. 

The guards there opened the doors automatically as she approached, revealing the crowd of waiting nobles, officers, and more standing in the chamber, arguing. Angelica took a breath, steeling herself for what was to come, arranged her face into a picture of determined grief, and stepped forward, toward the throne that sat at its heart.

“Milady,” one began, then corrected himself, “your majesty… please, we must speak with King Rupert. The city is under attack!”

Angelica looked around, trying to judge this perfectly. This moment would define everything that followed.

“That will not be possible,” she said. “My husband… my husband is dead.”

The room fell silent for a second save for the gasps of those closest. Immediately after that, it erupted into noise.

“Dead? Did she say that the king was dead?”

“This must be a joke!”

“What is happening?”

Angelica ignored the questions, walking very quietly and very determinedly toward the throne. About halfway there, she feigned the faintest of stumbles, and an older general with a graying beard steadied her. She had to appear shaken by Rupert’s death, or people might start asking the wrong kinds of questions about how he had died.

She straightened up as she reached the throne though. She didn’t want to look weak. Angelica looked out over the crowd, then very carefully set herself upon the throne. 

“My husband killed himself last night,” Angelica said. She had considered putting it down to the attacking fleet, but that would imply that their enemies could harm them wherever they were. “What should have been the happiest day of my life has turned into the saddest.”

“King Rupert killed himself?” a courtier called out. Angelica recognized him as Harold, Earl of Hurnby. She knew all of them there. “He gave no sign!”

“Didn’t he?” Angelica countered. “I was as shocked as you are now. I have spent my time trying to make sense of it, and… I realize that I missed many signs. We all did.”

General Sir Philip Vers was shaking his head. “Even so, this is most—”

“Irregular?” Angelica interrupted. “Surprising? Shocking?” She put the faintest of quivers into her voice. “Do you think that there is a single thought going through your head now that I have not had? When he did it… I have spent the last few hours staring at him, not knowing what to do.”

In fact, she’d spent her time writing letters and giving quiet orders, but it was better if the men there didn’t hear about that.

“He gave no sign of this,” Lord Emmersthal said.

“Didn’t he?” Angelica countered. “We all know that Rupert’s behavior has been… erratic for a long time.”

She gave them time to mutter among themselves, saying all those carefully phrased things to their neighbors that didn’t quite include the words “utterly mad.” Was there anyone there who hadn’t suffered as a result of Rupert’s actions? Angelica’s hope was that even the ones who hadn’t suffered directly had heard the stories.

“Haven’t we heard the way he burned his own lands to drive back the New Army?” Angelica said. “Haven’t we heard of his excesses, his changeability? And he has been… worse, since his mother’s death. I thought that if I became his wife as he wished, I might be able to bring him back to himself. Instead…”

She sat there with her head in her hands for several seconds, because she suspected that was what a grieving widow ought to do. Besides, it gave each member of the Assembly of Nobles time in which to think of all the ways in which Rupert had harmed them, all the evidence of his madness and cruelty.

“Last night, when he had married me, he seemed so happy,” she continued. “We… consummated the marriage, and he seemed at peace for the first time in a long time.”

That would fit with what they recalled of the day. That much was important. It was also important that they understood that the marriage had been consummated; that there would be a child in time. There would be, even if Angelica had to take a string of lovers to make certain of it.

Or, she thought, thinking of Sebastian, perhaps just one.

“Things went wrong then,” Angelica said, loud enough that all those gathered there would hear. “He started talking about how this was the only perfect moment that he had. He started to confess things that he’d done in his life… such things.” 

She didn’t have to feign the disgust that crossed her face.

“And he said that he wanted things to end for us while everything was still perfect. He gave me wine, and it was only when I smelled it that I realized something was wrong. He planned to poison us both!”

That got a gasp from the assembled noblemen. 

“He drank the wine in one gulp,” Angelica said, “and tried to get me to drink mine. I refused. I thought he would attack me, but the poison… he died too quickly.”

“And you did not call for help?” a noble demanded.

Angelica fixed him with a level stare. “And if the royal guards heard someone calling for help from Rupert’s room, do you think they would respond?”

She fell silent then, letting it all sink in, letting them think back to all the rumors they’d heard about their dead king, all the things they’d so carefully ignored over the years.

Lord Gerald Nasbrough stood up. “This is distressing news,” he said in a voice that didn’t seem to have much distress in it at all. But then, the man was a politician. “We have only just crowned our new king. To lose him so soon is a grave blow for the kingdom. My lady, thank you for your story. We will have the servants escort you home while we decide what to do next, and—”

Angelica stood, shaking her head. “Not, ‘my lady,’ Lord Nasbrough.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Angelica paused for a moment before she said it. “I am not your lady. I am your queen.”

The uproar after that was predictable enough. Indeed, Angelica had predicted it, but she still looked around to note exactly who seemed to react most strongly to the idea.

“Gentlemen,” she said, lifting a hand. “Does anyone deny that yesterday, I married your king? That I became his queen, crowned by his own hand?”

She waited for someone to say the inevitable. Lord Nasbrough obliged.

“Typically, this chamber has a role in approving such things,” he said. “After the civil wars, it was agreed that the Assembly of Nobles would not be gainsaid.”

“Who said that I wished to?” Angelica countered. “I am happy for there to be a vote, because I believe that you are all reasonable men here. You will see that my claim is well founded, and that I would make a good ruler for this land. Who would the alternative be?” She gestured in the vague direction of the docks. “Some girl who wishes to give the kingdom back to every witch in it? Sebastian, who even now stands accused of his mother’s murder? We could have someone else from the lines that have brought so much conflict to this country, or we could take this opportunity to unite legitimacy with new blood, to have a ruler who you know will act in the interests of this realm’s great families, because she is one of them, one of you.”

She could see them looking thoughtful, now, considering what she’d said and where they all fit into it. They probably thought that it would give them a puppet. 

“Of course, I do not call for a vote now,” Angelica said. No, that would be too soon. Let them have some time for the idea to sink in, first. Let her have some time to bribe the ones who needed bribing, pressure the ones who needed to be brought to heel. “I am not Rupert, to ignore the threat at our very gates while I try to secure my power.”

“And what of that threat, your majesty?” General Vers asked. That he called her that made Angelica smile. People could be so easy to persuade sometimes. “There is a fleet at our gates, fighting on the outer streets!”

“Everything is in hand, General,” Angelica said. “An… ally provided us with information about the attack last night, and we have acted to deal with their worst tricks. I have personally used my family’s money to call in reliable men to crush this foe.”

“Free companies, you mean?” the general asked.

“Of course,” Angelica said. “I would not presume to raise a standing army without the Assembly’s consent. But I ask you to act now. All of you have men, whether they are guards or mercenaries, true companies or simply retainers. I ask you to commit them to the fight, not hold them within the inner walls.”

“King Rupert—” one man began.

“Forgive me, my lords,” Angelica said, cutting the man off, “but my late husband didn’t understand the dangers of this situation. I think you all do.”

How many rulers had stood in this room in times of war, speaking to men like these? How many had sought to inspire them to action? Angelica could feel herself drawing inspiration just from the thought of it. 

“For too long, we have been a country riven by the conflict between the Dowager’s family and the Danses. For too long, they have fought each other, and we have been the ones to pay the price for their wars. Well, no longer! Commit your forces, gentlemen. Send them out against these Ishjemme scum who seek to invade us, the way their ancestors did with longship and axe. Together, we will crush them, and afterwards, we will build a new kingdom!”

A kingdom with her at the head. Briefly, it occurred to Angelica that any woman who got her power through her marriage was a dowager. The thought amused her. Perhaps she would even take the title. For now, though, there was a battle to win, and once she’d won it, no man here would question her.

“I know what you see before you,” she said. “You see a woman caught in grief. A woman who has never commanded. Well then, I will not command. I will ask. Will you stand and defend your homes against these invaders? Will you commit the full might of your forces? Will you help to crush these foes who are trying to rip the kingdom back to what it once was? Will you?”

There was no need for a vote then. The sheer volume of the cheer was enough. Angelica basked in it. She had almost everything she wanted. Only the deaths of her enemies remained.


 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Kate heard the trumpets that sounded the advance, and she crept forward, moving silently through the outer city beyond the old walls. Around her, Lord Cranston’s men and a company of Ishjemme’s soldiers moved too, under the direction of her cousin Hans. Kate could feel the tension rising among them as they tried to stay unseen for as long as possible.

She could make out the others there. Lord Cranston was near the head of his band of mercenaries, directing them with well-rehearsed signals that even Kate followed, fitting into the whole smoothly. Will was with one of the cannon, helping to drag it forward for the moment when they would come up against resistance. Kate could make out Cora, Emeline, and Aidan, who should probably have stayed back with the ships, but were there anyway. Perhaps they felt that they had a part to play still in the war.

“Get back inside,” Kate said, as a woman poked her head out of one of the houses nearby. “It’s not safe out here.”

The woman quickly darted back, bolting her door. Kate’s powers let her sense the fear there: that this invading army would sack the city, burn her home, or do worse. Kate wished there was more time to reassure the people there, but they couldn’t exactly announce their presence when—

The boom of a cannon cut her off, roaring ahead. Stone shattered as the ball struck, and a plume of smoke went up, obscuring everything ahead of her.

“Ambush!” Kate yelled as muskets started to sound. She saw a soldier go down and managed to drag him into the cover of a doorway. 

She couldn’t see Will, she couldn’t see Lord Cranston, and now fear of what might have happened to them rose in her, replaced by a determination not to stand still, not to wait as more cannon sounded.

“Don’t just stand there!” she yelled to the others. “Fight!”

“Where?” a man called back to her. “Where are the enemy?”

Kate could help with that part, at least. She reached out with her mind, picking out the jumbled thoughts ahead, separating the people huddling scared in their homes from the soldiers.

“That way,” she said, pointing. She drew her sword and ran forward, ignoring the whistle of the musket fire around her. Men roared their battle cries as they charged forward with her, and Kate kept going, determined to see them through the chaos to safety. 

Not all of them made it. She saw a man fall, looking shocked as a musket ball struck him. Another went down beside her, and Kate found herself hoping that her friends were all right. She didn’t know what had happened to Will, or Lord Cranston, or Hans in the first seconds of the battle. She just had to hope that they were safe.

Ahead, Kate heard the thoughts of a cannon crew loading cannon shot into their weapon. 

“Everyone down!” Kate yelled, throwing herself flat. The men around her did it without question, and a cascade of musket balls ripped overhead, fired from the weapon. Kate was on her feet in an instant then, charging forward, barreling into the crew of the enemy artillery. 

She cut one man down, spun to block a sword thrust from a second, and punched a third in the face. She might not have the speed that had before let her cut through swaths of foes as if they weren’t there, but she still had the kind of skill that came from dangerous practice. She felt the heat of blood on her skin as she cut down another of the enemy, and now the other soldiers of Lord Cranston’s regiment were there with her, fighting as a unit, pushing into the houses where the enemy had hidden themselves.

More foes came down side streets, and Kate threw herself into the chaos of it. She saw a spear thrust coming in time to dodge it, moved around it and heard the gasp as she lanced her blade through the man’s throat. She spotted Lord Cranston and Will now, fighting close together even though Will was supposed to be safe with the artillery. Kate started to fight her way toward them.

She saw barricades ahead, there to slow their forces down. It seemed that the enemy had known which way they would be coming, because the barricades closed off the streets neatly, leaving no room to advance.

“We can’t let them trap us here,” Kate called out to the men around her. “Up! Use the rooftops!”

The men didn’t seem to get the idea until Kate started to climb, using the kind of route that she and Sophia had used when they’d been keeping away from those who would have tried to drag them back to the House of the Unclaimed. She dragged herself up onto a roof, running toward where Will and Lord Cranston were fighting pressed up against one of the barricades below. 

Kate saw a soldier advancing on them, drew a pistol, and shot from above, bringing the man down. She and the others with her started to scramble down on the far side of the barricade, plunging into the heart of the violence. She landed in a crouch, the stink of the black powder and the violence almost overwhelming. 

She threw herself forward, her sword lancing out toward an officer. He parried the blow, then cut back at Kate so she found herself forced to duck. Her sword swept out, catching him across the abdomen and bringing him to the ground. 

Lord Cranston and his men pushed through the first layer of barricades. Will was there, and Kate went to him, throwing an arm around him. If she hadn’t had a sword in the other, she might have done more than that.

“When I couldn’t see you, I thought… I thought you might be dead,” Kate said.

“I was more worried about you,” Will replied. “I knew you’d be off looking for the worst fighting.”

“The fighting’s not done,” Lord Cranston reminded them, pointing to where the old walls of the city stood. From here, Kate could see the barricades reinforcing them now, the banks of sand and earth that would help to absorb cannonballs. Perhaps they’d been begun to help keep out the New Army when it came, but it would slow them down just as much. 

There were enemies coming to meet them, too. Men marched out, wearing the uniforms of mercenary companies and noble houses, taking up positions in the streets to try to counter the assault.

“This was supposed to be the easy part of the battle,” Kate said with a bitter smile. She knew that there were no easy parts to battles, no places that were truly safe.

“You should know by now, Kate, that the mercenaries never get the easy jobs,” Lord Cranston said. “Will, run to the artillerists and get those cannon up here to start attacking the walls. I’ll go and see Hans to see if we can coordinate with Ishjemme better.”

“I have an idea for that,” Kate said.

Emeline, she sent, can you hear me? Are you okay?

I’m here, Emeline sent back. Cora has a cut on her arm, but we’re fine.

Can you get to Hans and pass on messages? Kate asked. We need to work together, but with Ashton’s streets, it’s hard to keep track. 

I can do that, Emeline sent back.

“Emeline is going to try to get to Hans,” Kate said. “I can send messages to her.”

“Good thinking,” Lord Cranston said. “A battle where we have an idea of what’s going on might make a pleasant change.”

“There’s still the nobles’ men,” Kate pointed out. Even as she said it, she saw them taking up positions in and around the houses ahead, digging in and getting ready to fight.

“There are,” the mercenary leader agreed. He turned to his troops. “Right, you lot. Forward! We’re not here to rest! A spot of house to house fighting should keep you all nicely in trim!”

Lord Cranston’s men started forward, and Kate went with them. If there had been a brief lull as the first barricade fell, any sense of peace quickly evaporated. Kate rushed for the first of the houses, meeting two men as they came back at her. She kicked out at the first one’s knee, moving sideways and barely dodging a cut in response. She caught the second soldier’s blade on her own, pushing it aside as she thrust, feeling the sword slide through flesh as it struck, its razor sharpness making the passage smooth as it went in. It caught on the way out, though, and for a moment, Kate found herself staring at the first man as he drew a knife, pulling it back to thrust at her. 

A pistol shot made him fall, and an Ishjemme soldier stepped into the space, moving forward. Kate nodded her thanks, then pulled her sword clear, continuing forward. Around her, she could hear the sounds of battle everywhere now, with the clash of blades, the pop of muskets, and the deeper boom of cannon overriding it. Kate could feel the reverberation as cannonballs struck Ashton’s old walls, the barricades around them taking blow after blow now. 

She didn’t have enough time to watch the attack, though, because a soldier was already running at her with an axe. Kate ducked under the swing, moving in close and stabbing up with her sword, catching the man through the base of his skull. She stepped back to let him fall, parried a stroke from a sword, and cut again at a new target. With so many men around her, there was no time to do more than cut and move, not even watching to see if the men she struck got up again.

“We’re pushing them back,” Lord Cranston said. “They’ll retreat to the barricades. We need to keep the pressure up!”

Kate nodded and sent the same message across to Emeline. The message Emeline sent back all but froze Kate in place.

Sophia has taken the flagship and a small group, Emeline sent. We can see them from here. There’s a new fleet attacking the city. I think she’s trying to draw them off.

Kate couldn’t believe it. Her sister wouldn’t do something like that, would she? Kate looked around for a tall enough building to let her see, and spotted a clock tower. She raced for it, cutting down a man who tried to get in her way as she did so. A musket ball ripped from the cobbles next to her, and she threw herself aside just in time as a second came. There had to be a sniper up there, waiting to pick off anyone who came close.

Kate had no time to waste. She charged the tower, keeping her head low so that shots went over her. She kicked at the door, and it gave way, letting her scramble inside. She ran up the spiral staircase inside the structure, taking it two steps at a time, ignoring the splinters that flew up as whoever was in there got off another shot. 

She got closer to the top with every stride. A soldier came down to meet her, swinging a sword. Kate stepped back, deflecting the blow, feinted one way, then cut the other as the man parried. She caught him in the neck, stepped aside, and wrenched her sword clear. 

She sensed the thoughts of the second man and threw herself flat as he fired a pistol at the spot where her head had been. She came up and charged, using her sword like a lance now, catching the second soldier through the chest. The two of them turned in a slow dance while he stood transfixed, then Kate kicked out, sending him tumbling down the stairs.

She looked out, staring through the smoke of the battle, trying to see the harbor. When she did, it felt as though her heart was clamped in a vise. Emeline was right. Sophia’s flagship was breaking away from the main body of the fleet, only a few ships with it for support. More than half of the ships there in the harbor seemed to be moving to follow it, while beyond Ashton, a new force was closing in over the waters of the Knifewater Strait. 

What are you doing? Kate sent toward her sister.

What I have to, Sophia’s voice came back. 

There was no more than that. No explanation, no hope that her sister had some grand plan beyond sacrificing herself. Kate stared at the scene a moment longer, looked at the fight down by the gates, and knew which mattered to her more than the other. There wasn’t even a choice to make.

“If you’re going to do something stupid, then so will I!” Kate declared aloud. 

She started to run back down through the tower, hoping she would be in time.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Angelica swept into the palace’s prison tower, pausing for a moment at the entrance because she wanted to look absolutely perfect. She made sure that the crown was settled just so on her head, and waved away the bows of the jailors as she stepped forward.

“Where is he?” she asked.

“The top cell, your majesty,” one of the jailors said. 

Angelica nodded, then turned to the royal guards with her. “Wait here.”

They didn’t question it, didn’t try to point out the danger. It seemed that Angelica had chosen obedient men for the task. She made her way up through the tower, passing by solidly locked doors and wondering who was behind each one. She would make it her business to know. Perhaps some of them would be useful in exchange for their freedom.

She hoped that Sebastian would be far more than that.

The door at the top of the tower was iron bound and guarded by a jailor. He leapt to his feet as Angelica approached, unlocking the door and bowing as he opened it. Angelica ignored him as she stepped inside.

The space within was less squalid than she would have preferred. There were no chains here and no bars. Sebastian had a bed and a table, candles, and even paper. He sat at that desk as if trying to compose a letter of some kind. He looked up as Angelica approached. He was bruised and unshaven, but Angelica had to admit that she liked that.

“Typically, men bow in the presence of their queen,” Angelica said. 

Sebastian stood, but didn’t bow. That brought a flicker of anger in Angelica, but also the urge to step over there and kiss him. She ignored both.

“I see you married my brother,” Sebastian said. There were dark rings under his eyes, as if he hadn’t slept.

“He was the one who didn’t run off,” Angelica said. She tried to keep her tone light, but it was hard to keep a note of bitterness out of it. “He was the one who made me queen.”

“And which of you murdered my mother?” Sebastian demanded, his hands gripping the edge of the table as if he might break part of it off.

“My guards tell me that you did, Sebastian,” Angelica said. “They caught you sneaking into the palace at the time of her death. They will swear to your guilt.”

She watched Sebastian fitting pieces together little by little. He was cleverer than his brother, at least, although that really wasn’t saying much.

“You let me out so that I could be caught,” Sebastian said. “You murdered my mother!”

Angelica shook her head. “Rupert did that, although obviously I’m glad that she’s gone. Do you know that she tried to have me killed?”

“Rupert?” Sebastian said, as though not quite believing it. “I’ll—”

Angelica held up a hand to stop him. “Sadly, it’s too late to do anything. Rupert has suffered justice for his actions. He took poison last night, after we were married. I haven’t been a queen a full day, and already I am a dowager.”

Sebastian blinked at her then, obviously still not quite understanding.

“You… why, Angelica?”

She shrugged. It was such a dull question. Such an obvious one. “What would you have me say, Sebastian? That I did it because I wanted to be queen? I did, and I am. That your brother or your mother would have killed me had I allowed them to live? We both know that’s true. Besides, Rupert is not the brother I would rather have.”

Sebastian stepped back from her then. “You can’t be serious. After what you’ve just told me—”

“What I have said makes no difference,” Angelica said, coldly. “The situation you are in does.”

“I could tell people what you did,” Sebastian said. “They would arrest you in an instant.”

Angelica shook her head. “No one would believe you. They prefer me. My rule. My version of the truth. They don’t want your family controlling them any longer. So if I say that you killed your mother, and Rupert took his own life for the things he did… they will accept that.”

“The nobles know I can be trusted,” Sebastian said. “When I stand up before a jury of them, they’ll listen.”

Angelica smiled at that. “Which might matter if we weren’t at war. In a time of peace, I’m sure you would be brought before the full Assembly of Nobles to be tried for your mother’s murder. In war, no one will object if things are done more quickly.”

“So you’re going to kill me too?” Sebastian demanded.

Angelica paused, giving him some time to consider all the ways that might happen. “That,” she said at last, “depends on you.”

Sebastian sat down again. “What do you want, Angelica?”

She shrugged. “I want what I always wanted. I want to be queen. I want you for a husband. I already have one of those two, but the other? Agree to marry me, Sebastian. I will say that your ‘crimes’ were down to Rupert and we will portray it as a great moment of reconciliation. Things as they were always meant to be. I will rule, of course; you will be my consort rather than my partner, but I had always planned to be the one running things once we were married in any case.”

Sebastian started to shake his head. Angelica stepped forward and slapped him.

“Don’t you dare say no to me,” she said. “You ran out on me, twice. You chose someone else over me. You threw away chance after chance to be happy. Well, we still can be, on my terms.”

“Do you think I could marry anyone who tries to force me into it?” Sebastian demanded.

“I think every noblewoman who has ever lived has been where you are,” Angelica snapped back. “We’re given no choice, told who to marry by fathers and husbands. Do you think I couldn’t make you happy? That you wouldn’t have a good life? It’s that or no life, Sebastian. You marry me, or you die.”

“Then I die,” Sebastian said.

Angelica stepped back from him, not quite able to believe her ears. No one rejected her. Rupert had jumped at the chance to be her husband. Other men would have done anything to be with her, had done anything for just a smile. Yet here was Sebastian, rejecting her again.

“You’ll regret that,” Angelica said, storming toward the door. She paused when she got there. “Finish writing your letters, Sebastian. You’ll die today. You’ll die!”

She strode from the cell, thinking of all the ways that Sebastian might die, thinking of all the things that might be done to a traitor. Right then, none of them seemed like enough to make up for what he’d done.

 

***

 

Sebastian sat in his cell, contemplating his death. He’d been thinking about it for most of the night, because he’d had no doubt that whoever had put him there planned for him to die, but now that he’d met with Angelica, he knew that there was no way back.

“So much death, just so that she can be queen,” he said, and a wave of emotion washed over him with that thought. He’d known his mother was gone, but the pain of her death rose up in him again. The pain of losing his brother joined it, in spite of everything Rupert had done, in spite of him being the reason their mother was dead.

No, not the reason. He was the weapon, but Angelica had been the hand wielding that weapon. It was easy to see now just how much she’d manipulated things, how much she’d controlled everything.

“And now she’s going to kill me,” Sebastian said.

That didn’t feel the way he thought it should. He mostly just felt numb at the prospect, as if some part of him had long since accepted the reality of it. Maybe it was just that he’d already spent so much time locked in the cells beneath Rupert’s house that he’d already assumed his execution would happen at some point.

Maybe it was because he’d chosen this. Sebastian had no doubt that Angelica had been serious when she’d asked him to marry her, and he suspected that she would have done her best to make them both happy, rather than merely poisoning him as she had his brother. She would probably have been a good wife, a good mother to their children, and she might even be a good queen.

But Sebastian hadn’t been able to do it. That would have been a betrayal he couldn’t stomach, even to save his life.

“It will be soon,” he told himself. Angelica wouldn’t want to wait to watch him die, and in any case, Sebastian guessed it would all be more… convenient that way. If all of his family were dead, there would be no way anyone could question her rule. 

It meant that if he had goodbyes to say, he should write them now. For what felt like the hundredth time, he sat at the cell’s desk, the sunlight meaning that he didn’t need the candlelight, just the ink and the scraped parchment waiting for his quill. 

 He tried to marshal his thoughts, but that was the wrong way to do it. This wasn’t the time for thinking of the perfect words. All he could do now was try to write what he felt:

 

My beloved Sophia,

 

By the time you read this, if you read this, I will be dead. They will say that I committed crimes that belong to my brother, and to his bride. They will execute me for them. The only guilt I have is for not being there beside you. I tried to get to you. With all my heart, I fought to be beside you.

I don’t have the words for how much I love you, and our child. I have spent my life focusing on being who I thought I was supposed to be, but the truth is that the only person I want to be is your husband, and our child’s father. I hope that when you come to tell them about me, you will be able to find at least some good things to say about me.

Never doubt that I love you. Sebastian.

 

Sebastian put his pen down. He couldn’t think of any more words than that, only try to think about all the ways that things might have been better. He sat in the tower room, thinking about Sophia, and waiting for the moment when his executioners would come for him. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Sophia stood at the prow of her flagship, watching the enemy ships chase it down. She stood there deliberately, standing as tall and proud as any commander could, so that the chasing ships would see her there. 

Sienne tugged at her arm, her mouth pulling at her. 

“No, Sienne,” Sophia said. “I have to stay here. They have to see me so that they’ll chase.”

Sophia doubted that the forest cat understood any of her words, but she seemed to understand Sophia’s determination to stay where she was. She crouched beside Sophia, glowering out at the advancing ships instead. 

It was impossible for them not to see her. The flagship had every royal pennant and flag it possessed hanging from it, declaring Sophia’s presence even as the vessel kept her moving away from their foes. The half dozen ships with her hung back, making the flagship into the point of an arrow formation, making it even more obvious that Sophia was there for the taking.

Their foes seemed to understand. At least, Sophia saw the advancing fleet swing, turning from the city toward her.

“It’s working,” Sophia said.

Sienne growled, her ears flat. Sophia didn’t need the forest cat’s warning to know just how dangerous this was. So few ships couldn’t hope to stand against a whole enemy fleet for long. The best they could hope to do was run and keep running.

“Cut along the coast!” Sophia called out. “We need to draw them away from the city!”

“Yes, your majesty,” the captain called back, and he started to yell the orders that would put it into effect. The sailors there moved to obey, not questioning the danger of it even though they had to know just how poor their chances of surviving this were. The soldiers aboard started to load cannon and strap on armor, ready for the sea battle ahead.

Their wedge of ships raced parallel to the coast, drawing the enemy ships in closer, the ones from the city following in their wake while the larger fleet moved to cut them off. Sophia could guess the moment when they would catch up to them, but she delayed the moment when she would have to say anything as long as she dared.

“Turn!” she yelled, and the ship’s captain seemed to understand what she had in mind. Their ship jerked to starboard, the timbers groaning with the effort of making the maneuver. Behind her, the other ships swung around in her wake, heading for a gap between the two advancing groups of enemies.

To Sophia’s surprise, she saw the fleet ahead already moving to check the maneuver. One of their number, faster than the others, was swinging into the flagship’s path. Sophia heard the boom of its cannons, and had to steel herself to stand as the shots flew by. Her own ship’s weapons barked their response, and for a moment the world was filled with cannon smoke.

Sophia reached out, feeling for the minds of the other ship’s men. She could feel them ahead of her, and Sophia did her best to throw confusing thoughts their way, trying to slow them in their pursuit. The flagship’s captain brought the vessel around again, more cannon firing, and this time Sophia heard the splintering of wood as an enemy cannonball struck home.

“We need to keep going!” she yelled, high above the sounds of the battle. 

They swung in close to an enemy ship, the soldiers on both vessels lining up to fire at one another with muskets and bows, the rattling rain of small missiles seeming to connect the two for a moment. Sophia forced herself not to dive for cover, because she knew right then that her presence was the main thing giving her men strength. She reached out with her power, grabbing the thoughts of a soldier aiming a musket at one of her men. He stood there, unable to remember what he was doing, until the moment when an arrow took him.

Briefly, they slid past into open water. For a moment, Sophia thought the ships might resume their chasing, and she might be able to lead them further away from the city. Then she saw the incoming fleet spreading out, forming a kind of net of ships that stretched against the backdrop of the open sea.

The flagship’s captain ran forward, cursing as he looked out.

“They’re trying to catch us against the shore. If they can pin us there, they’ll be able to surround us and capture us.”

“Not if we keep running,” Sophia said.

“There’s nowhere to run to, your majesty,” he said. “We can stand and fight, or we can try to surrender. That might at least keep you safe. They’ll want such a valuable prisoner alive.”

He didn’t say what would happen to everyone else there, but Sophia could see it in his thoughts. She shook her head.

“Surrendering isn’t the point,” she said.

“Nor is a fight which we lose in minutes,” the captain shot back.

“Which is why we run,” Sophia said.

“Run where?”

Sophia pointed to the shore. As far as she could see, it was the only option remaining to them. “Ishjemme’s boats are made to be beached, aren’t they?”

“Not something this size,” the captain said.

Looking out, Sophia could see the enemy fleet closing in. She made her decision.

“Do it anyway. There’s a beach there. Aim for it.”

“That’s—”

“It’s the best option we have,” Sophia insisted.

The captain bowed. “As you command, my queen. Men, bring the ship around. Anyone who isn’t needed to steer the ship, brace yourselves!”

The flagship swung around ponderously, until its prow faced the shore. Sophia went back close to one of the masts, clinging to it as they got closer and closer. Beside her, Sienne crouched, her claws digging into the wood. 

“Hold on, girl,” Sophia said.

She felt the moment when the ship’s keel scraped along the beach in a moment of grinding, wrenching contact. Sophia felt the deck below her shudder and jolt, threatening to fling her clear if she didn’t keep her grip, the way a building might have shaken during an earthquake. Beside her, Sienne mewled, and Sophia had to reach out with her mind to soothe the forest cat’s fear. She wished someone could soothe her own. 

She saw soldiers shaken free by the impact, plunging into the water as the ship’s momentum dragged it up onto the beach. She felt the moment when it started to topple, standing balanced for a moment before the whole world seemed to tip sideways.

“Jump,” Sophia yelled to anyone who would listen, before flinging herself free from the mast and plunging into the shallows. She came up spluttering, half tangled among the rigging and kicking it clear. She dragged herself toward the beach, where Sienne was already pulling herself out, looking anything but pleased by the drenching. Around Sophia, the soldiers and sailors were doing the same. 

The soldiers from the other ships were flinging themselves from their own vessels, taking boats or dragging supplies, pulling them in toward the beach as they grounded. The beached shells of the ships formed a kind of barricade there, and Sophia could only hope that it would slow down the army that was coming for them.

“Hurry!” she yelled. “We need to form up. They’ll be coming for us.”

Already, she could see the chasing ships swinging after them, moving slower than they had only because they didn’t want to crash into the shore. She looked around, taking in the grassy dunes of the beach and the broad expanse of the open ground behind.

“There!” she called out, pointing to the dunes. “We need to fight and move back, draw this out as long as we can.”

She didn’t say the obvious: that there was no hope of winning this. The men there had to know that by know. Probably most of them had known that even when they’d begun this desperate distraction. The most they could hope for was to delay the inevitable long enough for the forces at the city to do their part.

“A lot of the black powder is wet now,” a soldier complained.

“But not all of it,” Sophia insisted. “We’ll use what we have. Drag cannon up onto the beach. Load them with cannon shot.”

The men worked with the kind of speed that said they knew how desperate the situation was, officers shouting orders as they labored. They dragged cannon in among the dunes, pulled landing boats upside down to make rough cover, and set loaded muskets and crossbows down, ready for use. Even so, Sophia wasn’t sure they had enough time to do all they needed, because the enemy already had a flotilla of small boats in the water, the men closing in on her and her much smaller force.

“Wait until they start to land,” Sophia said. “They’ll be vulnerable as they come out between the ships.”

“You should get away, your majesty,” one of the soldiers called to her. “We’ll hold them here.”

Sophia shook her head, then snatched up a musket. “They’ll only attack while I’m here. I don’t want them going back to the fight in the city.”

She waited with the rest of them among the dunes, watching as the enemy’s boats got closer, the men pouring out of them up through the shallows. Sophia realized in that moment that they might be able to cover the ground from the ships too quickly; that they might not bring them down before it descended into brutal hand-to-hand fighting.

She had to slow them down, so she reached out with her powers, pushing her way into the minds of the men there, drawing on the pulsing strength of the land beneath her feet. She held them there through sheer strength of will, cutting off the space between one thought and the next. Sophia didn’t know how long she could hold it, but for now, it left men out in the open with no protection.

“Now!” she yelled, and her forces fired. Cannon boomed, cutting down swaths of the attacking troops. Muskets sounded, bringing down men individually. The roar snapped through the power she’d been using to hold them there, and men came forward at a charge now. Sophia pulled the trigger on her musket, the kick from it slamming the stock back into her. An enemy soldier fell, but another rushed to take his place. Sienne leapt on that man, rending and tearing. 

Around Sophia, men fought and died. She saw a sailor struck by a bayonet reaching forward to stab his attacker with a knife, and an Ishjemme soldier leap in amongst a knot of the enemy, flaying about himself with an axe until they brought him down. Their initial barrage at the men who’d made the beach had torn the heart out of the first attack, but there were still plenty of men to fight. Even as Sophia watched, men hacked and cut with sword and axe, dagger and bayonet. 

Then, as suddenly as the changing tide, the mercenaries in Ashton’s employ turned back to the shore, running until they could shelter among the boats. 

“We did it!” a man called. “We beat them back!”

A great cheer went up among the men. Sophia didn’t join it. They’d beaten back one attack, but she could see that the next wave of attackers was already in the water, crowding for position as they approached the beach. Worse, she could see a knot of them landing further up, too far away to do anything about, moving out into the open ground beyond the beach to surround her forces.

They weren’t done there yet. They’d barely even begun.


 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

As she ran through the streets of Ashton’s outskirts, Kate cursed the speed that she had lost for the first time. It meant that she could only move human fast to try to save her sister, could only hope that Sophia would still be alive by the time that Kate got to her.

Men fell into step with Kate as she ran, and she recognized the uniforms of Lord Cranston’s men. Lord Cranston himself ran alongside her now, wheezing with the effort. Will was further down, running along with a determined look and a sword in his hand.

They slammed into a knot of enemy soldiers on the street. If the main battle had been Kate’s priority right then, she might have stopped to fight. As it was, she managed one wicked slash at a soldier in passing, shoved another one out of her way, and kept running, ignoring the brief sounds of battle behind her as the rest of Lord Cranston’s men fought their way through.

“Where are we going, Kate?” Lord Cranston demanded as they ran.

“The shore beyond the city,” Kate said. “My sister is in danger!”

Kate could feel that danger pulsing through her almost as surely as she could feel the beat of her own heart. She needed to get to Sophia. 

“Aren’t you going to tell me that this is not what a mercenary does?” Kate asked as she ran. “That the job we’re being paid for is more important than me going to my sister?”

To her surprise, Lord Cranston shook his head. “You’re here as a sister, not a mercenary,” he said. “And besides, we swore to serve. I suspect trying to save Sophia counts as that.”

They ran on through the city, the houses growing more thinly spaced as they reached the limits of Ashton’s sprawl. She could see the point where its river met the sea ahead, with the open ground of farmland giving way to sandy dunes and the waves. She could see the battle there too, and what Kate saw only made her run faster.

Sophia and her forces stood at the heart of the dunes, the remains of the ships she’d taken beached like the carcasses of great whales down below her. Men closed in from the water in landing boats, while a second force spread out on the farmland behind the dunes, obviously ready to catch Sophia between them. Kate could hear the sounds of muskets and blades ahead, smell the smoke and the stench of death from the battle.

“If we don’t do anything, they’ll be crushed,” Kate said. She couldn’t allow that. Whatever it took, she had to save her sister. 

“The land force is the threat,” Lord Cranston said. “They’re in a good position to hold the ones from the water, but the others can attack them from the rear as they do.”

“Then we attack them,” Kate said, starting forward.

Lord Cranston caught her arm. “Attack a larger force on open ground?”

“Do you have a better idea?” Kate asked.

“Perhaps. Artillerists! We need tinder, oil, and powder, now! Anything that will burn!”

Kate frowned at that. “We’re going to burn them?”

“They say that when the New Army attacked, the mad Prince Rupert burned half of the peninsula they were on. We don’t need anything so grand…”

“Just enough to cut the enemy into more manageable pieces,” Kate finished for him. “But Sophia is there.”

“The wind is from the shore,” Lord Cranston said, “and in any case, she’ll be safe enough on those dunes.”

It was a dangerous, risky, stupid plan, but what other options were there?

“Give me oil!” Kate called out.

“Kate, I really don’t think—”

“I’m fast, and I can fight as well as anyone here,” Kate countered. She grabbed oil out of a waiting soldier’s hands, not waiting for an answer as she set off at a run. 

Others ran along with her, setting off in a scattering of individual paths that would take them across the front of the enemy’s forces. Kate sprinted across the farmland, trampling through wheat that was already largely flattened by the efforts of the battle. She opened the stopper on her oil flask, letting the liquid trail behind her as she ran. 

Kate could see the enemy moving forward, obviously guessing that something was happening. Shots sounded, and Kate felt something pass by her ear, too close for comfort. She saw a man fall to the barrage of musket balls and arrows, crossbow bolts and thrown weapons, but she didn’t dare stop. She continued until her flask of oil was half empty, then threw it at the advancing enemy forces to shatter amongst them. 

Kate waved to the waiting forces of Lord Cranston’s men, and saw Lord Cranston himself step forward, a burning brand in his hand, the way a priest might have done by a funeral pyre. He touched it to the nearest patch of oil.

The effect was almost instant, flames running out from the touch point to spread in what seemed like a wall of fire, the wheat serving as fuel for the flames as the oil saturated it. It was so hot that Kate had to step back from it, but she kept her eyes on the advancing enemies. 

Fire arrows came from Lord Cranston’s forces, and where they struck the patches of oil, fresh flames leapt up. Kate saw the spot where she’d flung her flask burst up in a bright conflagration, men screaming as the flames took them. The fire rose at a dozen other points, ripping the formation of the men advancing over the fields to shreds. Kate took a smoke-filled breath, then charged forward at them as Lord Cranston’s men ran in from the side.

She slammed into the first rank of men, cutting one down and keeping moving. A sword came toward her face and Kate parried on instinct before hacking back automatically. Her foot tangled in the corn and she went down for a moment, but that only meant that a sword stroke aimed at her head went over it. Kate stabbed upward and heard a man cry out.

She fought her way back to her feet, using the press of men there for support even while they tried to kill one another. She deflected the thrust of a short spear, cut down into a man’s leg, and plunged deeper into the fight.

She could see the fire spreading around her now. The heat from it was intense, the smoke thick enough that it turned the battle around Kate into a thing of blind confusion. She thought she could see Will pressed blade to blade with a soldier, Lord Cranston firing a pistol at close range, but they were quickly lost in the press of it all, the next sword to dodge, the next thrust to make.

Kate couldn’t believe how tired she was getting. Before, when she’d had the strength that Siobhan’s fountain had given her, it had seemed as though she might be able to fight forever. Now, it seemed as if her sword grew heavier with every swing she took, and a part of her had the stupid urge to simply stop and look around in the middle of the battle.

But to stop was to die. Kate kept moving, however leaden her legs felt.

A soldier came up in front of her, a long, hacking sword in his grip. Kate dodged one blow, then parried another, the sheer force of it jarring her sword from her grip for a moment. With no time to think, Kate rushed in close to the man, grabbing for him and managing to get both hands on his sword arm.

They exchanged a barrage of blows, each one Kate received feeling as though she’d been hit by a hammer. This close, she could smell the sweat of her opponent, see the grubbiness of his uniform and the spots of blood that had stained it in the course of the battle. She struck back with knees and elbows, not daring to let go of the man’s sword arm for fear of being hacked down in an instant if she did.

He flung her back, and Kate tripped over the fallen body of another soldier, barely rolling to her feet in time to dodge a lateral swing of the sword. She drew a dagger from her belt, knowing that it was no kind of weapon when set against a sword.

The soldier seemed to know it too. 

“What are you going to do with that?” he demanded. “Cut my fingernails?”

Kate backed away, then, without warning, flung the dagger with all the strength she had. The soldier cried out as it cut into his cheek, and he tried for a half-blind stroke of the sword he held. Kate was already moving, and, diving for the spot where she’d dropped her sword and snatching it up, she turned and thrust, catching the soldier through the heart even as he raised his sword for a killing stroke. 

He toppled back like a falling tree, and for a moment or two, Kate was in a clear space in the battle. She could see the fight on the beach from here, could see Sophia’s soldiers holding their position, still firing down at the enemies who came in by boat, refusing to give ground. With the flames cutting off the soldiers who might have come in by land, they had a chance.

She saw her sister standing proudly at the heart of it all, her forest cat snapping at any enemy who came too close. The soldiers with her kept up a constant barrage of fire against the ones who came close, while men fought hand to hand down the slope. Kate could see some of those on the beach starting to pull back, clearly not wanting to continue the fight when they didn’t have the support of the others inland.

She turned back to her fight in time to sweep aside the cut of an axe, sidestepping and cutting down the man who’d swung it. She scrambled over his fallen form to plunge into the middle of a knot of soldiers, cutting and hacking as she went. It felt like plunging into a corridor filled with swords, sharp steel thrusting at her from every side. 

By the time Kate came out of it, she was all but covered in blood. She wasn’t sure how much of it was hers and how much of it was other people’s. By that point it barely made a difference. She fought her way through into clear space, looking around for the rest of Lord Cranston’s company, knowing that she needed to fight her way back to them if they were going to rejoin her sister.

When she looked around, though, all she could see were the uniforms of the enemy, trapped with her within a circle of flames. Half a dozen foes advanced on Kate together, and with the fire rising all around, there was no way out from it that she could see. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Will marched forward with the others of Lord Cranston’s company, feeling the same sick feeling of dread that always came before a fight. His sword was in his hand, ready to take on the enemy. He heard Kate calling for oil and tinder, didn’t understand for a moment what she meant to do.

It was only when she started to run forward with the others that he understood.

“We can’t let her do this, my lord,” he said to Lord Cranston. He didn’t even try to pretend that it was only the concern of one soldier for another member of their company, or for the person they were sworn to serve.

“And how would you stop her, Will?” their commander asked. 

Will hated it, but he knew Lord Cranston had a point. Kate was already too far away to stop, and even if he could reach her, what could he say that would talk her out of it?

“All we can do is support her,” Lord Cranston said, “and keep her safe. Men, ready fire arrows! Prepare, draw, loose!”

Will watched the arc of the arrows, then saw the flames rising as they struck, forming banks of fire that seemed to threaten to engulf everything. The wheat in the fields caught fire in lines that spread and broadened in a network, each strand of it linked to the last. 

They served like burning rivers, creating islands and pockets of enemies. Will could hear the screams of dying men from within it, smell the smoke as it billowed up from the fires. To charge into the midst of that conflagration would be madness, but he didn’t care right then. Kate was in it somewhere, and she needed him, needed all of them.

“Forward!” Lord Cranston ordered, and they attacked.

Will didn’t hesitate, but plunged into the chaos of it, sword hacking into the first enemy to get close. He fought now, not for loyalty or because he had been ordered to, but to try to fight his way forward to Kate. Rushing out like that, she would have placed herself at the heart of the enemy, and Will was determined to ensure that he got to her before their greater numbers proved too much.

He blocked a blow, shoving a man back, hacking at another who threatened the soldier beside him. The man flashed a grin Will’s way, and then his eyes widened in shock as a spear thrust through him from behind. Will stepped in close to stab at the man who had killed him, and kept going. He fought his way through the melee, trying to catch a glimpse of Kate, trying to work out where she might be in the chaos of the fight beyond the city.

When Will finally caught sight of her, it was worse than he had imagined. 

She stood in the center of a rough circle of fire, at least half a dozen soldiers closing in on her even as the flames did the same. Kate looked defiant, but she didn’t have the superior speed that she’d had, and even her skills couldn’t bring down so many men in one go. Will stared, hoping that he would spot some way to help her, some gap through which she might—

The ring of steel on steel brought him back to himself, and Will turned to find Lord Cranston there, his sword up to block a blow that had obviously been meant for Will’s head. Without thinking, Will thrust with his sword, plunging it into the gut of the attacker, watching as the man fell back.

“Thank you, my lord,” he said to Lord Cranston. “I hadn’t thought you would want to save me.”

“You are one of my men, Will,” Lord Cranston replied.

“But with Kate…” Will began.

“I was concerned about you being together because I thought that you would distract her, or she would distract you. That you would spend battles trying to save one another, rather than obeying orders.”

“And now?” Will asked, pointing to where Kate stood trapped, jabbing at the advancing men to keep them back.

“Now I think you are wasting time. Go to her.”

Will didn’t need any encouragement. He ran toward the wall of flames, Lord Cranston following in his wake. Will coughed as he approached, the thick smoke filling his lungs. The heat of the fire was like one of his father’s forge fires, almost a physical force pushing him back. Only the sight of Kate there, parrying and thrusting, barely avoiding a blow aimed at her head, was enough to keep him standing so close. 

“There’s no way through!” Will yelled. 

“A soldier finds a way!” Lord Cranston called back. He stamped at one of the nearest patches of fire, unhooked his cloak, and took out a water bottle, emptying it over the material. He tossed it to Will. “Just how badly do you want to save her, boy? What would you do? What would you give?”

There was only one answer to that.

“Anything,” Will said. He added his own water to Lord Cranston’s, then wrapped Lord Cranston’s cloak tightly around himself, hoping that the material would provide some protection at least. 

He plunged forward, leaping through the patch where the flames seemed lowest, leaping over the fire, through the fire. The wicked heat licked at him, burned at his skin, but he and Lord Cranston had beaten the flames down enough for this leap. Will rolled, flames guttering out on his borrowed cloak, and came back up to his feet in time to hack at a soldier’s leg. The man staggered back, and that created an opening for Kate to lance her sword through his throat. 

There were still five of them, though, and the flames were still closing in.

“We have to go!” Will yelled to Kate above the roar of the flames. He grabbed for her, managing to catch hold of her arm and pull her to him. He looked around for a spot to leap through, but now there were no places where the flames were low and the heat avoidable. Yet there was no waiting either, because every second brought the fires closer. 

Will knew that there was only one thing to do.

“I love you,” he said, before he folded Kate into his arms. He wrapped himself around her, the cloak wrapped around them both. He only hoped that the combination would be enough to keep Kate safe.

He plunged them both into the fire, the pain immediate as the heat struck. Will had spent enough time around the forge to know that pain was good, though, because the worst burns went through pain and out the other side, taking away the body’s ability to even feel them.

This had none of that cruel mercy. Instead, Will screamed as he and Kate went through the fire together, although the heat took even the breath from his throat. Their leap through the flames could only have been a heartbeat or two of movement, yet it seemed to last for an eternity. 

They tumbled to the earth, and every touch of it brought Will pain. His back was in agony, the remnants of Lord Cranston’s cloak falling away, still aflame. 

“Will!” Kate cried out. Will stared up at her, making sure that she was all right, that she hadn’t been hurt by the fire. That was the part of this that mattered, not whatever pain was creeping through his body right then. 

“Will, you’re hurt,” Kate said, kneeling beside him, her fingers touching his cheek with surprising tenderness.

“I’ll… be okay,” he promised her. 

“What were you thinking?” she demanded. “You could have been killed.”

“That doesn’t matter, if you’re safe,” he said. 

“Of course it matters, you idiot,” she replied. “I love you.”

Those few words seemed to take away more of the pain than Will could have believed. He would have suffered far worse to hear them than a few burns. 

“We need to get you to safety,” Kate said. “We need…”

She trailed off, and it took Will a moment to realize that she was looking out beyond the boundary of the fire they’d put in place, to a spot where a small group of Ashton’s soldiers had found a way onto the dunes, through a small space where the fire had burned itself out. They were creeping forward in silence, weapons out, toward the spot where Sophia stood directing the defense against the attacks from the sea. 

“Go,” Will said. He could see the worry in Kate’s face, the determination to do something. 

“But I can’t leave you here,” Kate said. “You’re injured. You’re—”

“I’m not the one who is going to rule Ashton,” Will said. He leaned up to kiss Kate, in spite of the pain that the movement brought. “And I’m not going to try to hold you back out of the battles you need to fight, Kate. Go. Save Sophia.”

Kate nodded and set off at a run, a few of Lord Cranston’s men following her, stepping in her footsteps as she hurried through the same gap the group of killers had gone through. Will watched her go, sitting up so he wouldn’t have to take his eyes off of her again. He wouldn’t risk losing track of her now, wouldn’t risk losing her the way he thought he had before.

It meant that he got to see Kate rushing forward, no time to be stealthy, no attempt to be cautious. She flung herself at the men approaching her sister, cutting the first of them down before he could turn. A second started to spin to face her, but Kate’s saber caught him across the arm and then the throat. She snatched a pistol from his belt even as he fell, firing it with her left hand.

The men following slammed into the force trying to sneak across the dunes, the sound of shots and steel carrying even over the battle they were in. The noise of it was more than enough to attract the attention of Sophia and the others there, and Will saw her forest cat turning, racing down to join the fight. 

Around him, the fighting went on. Will saw men falling as blades struck them, and others running, crying out as they tried to keep ahead of the fires. Lord Cranston walked toward him, holding out a hand. 

“What are you doing down there, soldier? There’s still a battle to fight.”

Will took it gratefully and the older man drew him to his feet.

“I’m proud of you, Will. What you did was brave.”

“I’d run through more than a fire for Kate,” Will assured him.

“I wasn’t talking about the fire,” Lord Cranston said. “I was talking about being brave enough to let her go back into the fight.”

“As if I could stop Kate,” Will said. He winced at the pain in his back.

“As if any of us could,” Lord Cranston said. “Now, are you ready to keep fighting?”

Will wanted to say no. He wanted to pull back from the fight and nurse his injuries, but he couldn’t do that. As long as Kate was out there, and the fight was still going, he would do what he needed to.

“Yes, sir,” he said, picking up his sword and steeling himself to return to the fray.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Cora ducked into a doorway as musket shots skittered across Ashton’s cobbles. She had to force herself back out there as soldiers rushed into the street, charging at her and the others in Ishjemme’s forces. 

The two groups slammed together with sickening force, and a soldier thrust a pike at her. Cora managed to throw herself to one side just in time. Her cut in response missed the mark, but Aidan was there then, his sword bringing down the man attacking her. The violence came in a brief burst, threatening to catch them all out in the street for archers or cannon to bring down, but in moments they were clear, running to join up with Hans’s main force.

Emeline stood by his side as Sophia’s cousin directed the fighting in this section of the outskirts. Cora guessed that she would be giving him updates on Sophia’s situation, if there were any to be had. Judging from the worried look on Emeline’s face, there weren’t.

“More soldiers,” Cora said, as they got close.

“They’re fighting house to house,” Hans said in response. “They know that they have the advantage of knowing the city better than us.”

“Not better than all of us,” Cora pointed out.

Emeline nodded at that. “Cora used to work at the palace, and I know all the best ways through the backstreets.”

“We could cut down Sheerwater Street,” Cora suggested. “If we get up into the theaters there, they’ll have good views out over the nearby rooftops.”

“It would be good to have the high ground,” Hans said. “Very well. We’ll follow your lead.”

Cora swallowed. She hadn’t meant that she should suddenly take charge of a whole army.

“You can do this,” Emeline assured her. “You just have to show us the best way.”

Cora nodded and then set off, Ishjemme’s forces following in her wake. She led the way along narrow streets, cutting through a space where butchers had hung their wares after slaughter. The scent of it was far too close to the one that already filled the streets. 

She pushed through it, shoving aside the sides of beef and pork that hung from hooks, setting them swinging. She was still doing it when a figure ran out of the chaos, a meat cleaver in his hand.

“Die, invaders!” he yelled. He wasn’t wearing the uniform of any of the groups of soldiers, and looked more like a butcher than a fighter. Even so, the cleaver swinging for Cora’s head was more than sharp enough to split it if it connected. 

Aidan was there then, intercepting the stroke and shoving the man back. He raised his sword for a counterblow, but Cora caught his arm.

“Aidan, wait, he’s just someone protecting his home,” she said.

Aidan stood over him, and Cora knew without being told that he would be going through the butcher’s thoughts.

“You’re right,” he said. He turned to the fallen butcher. “We aren’t here to hurt you. We just need to go through your building.”

“To slaughter innocent people!” the butcher said. “I know what you outlanders are like, you’ll—”

Cora realized that there was no chance of persuading him. Instead, she kicked away his meat cleaver and ignored him. They had a city to take. She kept leading the way, coming out onto Sheerwater Street, where a couple of crumbling old theaters stood above the rest of the surrounding buildings, leaning out so far over the road they almost touched. 

“There,” Cora said, pointing. “If we get up there, we’ll be able to see where the royal troops are hiding.”

She and the others moved forward along the now empty street. That was a strange feeling in Ashton, where normally any journey meant being hemmed in by dozens of strangers, having to watch your purse in case of pickpockets. The sheer quiet of it was disconcerting as Hans signaled men forward to the doors of the theaters, carrying axes that looked more suited to chopping down trees than fighting a battle.

The axe blades bit into the doors, and they splintered open. In an instant, the quiet gave way to shouts and the sounds of violence.

“There are soldiers in there!” Cora yelled, as more of Ishjemme’s troops poured into the space. A man fell back from the violence, his tunic coated in blood. Cora did her best to pull him away from the fight as he fell, trying to get him to some kind of safety. 

But there was no safety to be had. As quiet as the street had been just moments earlier, now it was awash with fighting figures, some coming out of the nearby buildings, others marching in from side streets. Cora didn’t know if they’d been waiting in ambush, or if they’d just rallied around to the sounds of violence. In the twists and turns of Ashton’s streets, it was impossible to tell what was going on.

A cluster of soldiers ran at them, and Cora found herself face to face with one of them, who had a sword raised for a downward blow. Remembering her brief sword lessons, Cora thrust, and felt the blade she held sink home. That was a very different sensation from beating Emeline in a practice match. There was none of the same joy to it, only the sickening sensation of flesh giving way to a sharp edge, mingled with relief that it wasn’t her who was collapsing to the ground, dying.

She took a step back, giving ground as another soldier came at her, parrying a blow. Aidan stepped into the gap, shoving the man back, and they kept fighting. In a matter of seconds, it seemed as though things had grown so that there was fighting everywhere. Cora saw Aidan caught in a hand-to-hand struggle with one of the soldiers, the two locked together, neither able to release his grip on the other’s sword arm.

Cora snatched up a musket from a fallen man, working to load it. It seemed to take forever, her fingers shaking with the need to work quickly. She had to pour in powder and ram down wadding, add in a lead ball and prime the fuse, all while men struggled around her, blades clashing around her. Forcing herself to stay calm, she lifted the musket, aimed it, and pulled the trigger.

For a moment the smoke from it filled the world, but when it cleared, the man who had been struggling with Aidan was staggering away.

Hans and Emeline, meanwhile, were pushing their way closer, through the press of it all.

“We need another route!” Hans called out, over the noise of the battle. “Which way?”

Cora tried to think, then pointed. “This way. We might be able to get through to the market.”

“Good, we can regroup there,” Hans said.

Cora led the way, the others following her. It seemed to take an age before they came out in the market square, stalls and tents abandoned where they had been set up. She strode out into it, Hans’s people following, the sounds of battle still there in the background as the slowest of them fought a running battle with the enemy. 

“When I came here, I wasn’t expecting this,” Hans said. “War is supposed to be neat, orderly. Armies are meant to face each other on the field, not scuffle in the streets.”

“Somehow, I doubt that war has ever been neat,” Cora said, thinking of what it must be like for the ordinary people of Ashton as two armies fought their way through the city. Even with Ishjemme’s soldiers trying to be careful, how many would die, caught between the two?

“This needs to happen,” Emeline said, obviously seeing some of her thoughts. “You’ve seen the country the Dowager created. Rupert will be worse.”

Cora nodded. She could agree with that. It was just that what it took to change it all was so chaotic. Still, they started to impose some of the order that Hans wanted in his army as they moved into the middle of the market, starting to form up their forces, ready for the next push. They formed into tight squares, men taking a moment to rest as they readied themselves to march on toward the palace. 

Then the enemy soldiers started to march in down the side streets that led to the square.

There were more of them than Cora could have believed, dressed in the colors of a dozen or more of the city’s noble families. That made her frown, because she wouldn’t have thought that the nobles would care enough about the Dowager’s family to want to fight for it. That didn’t matter right then though. What mattered was that they were wheeling cannon into place.

Cora threw herself flat as they roared, then roared again. Soldiers fell around her, left and right, as the weapons sounded. She looked around for Aidan and Emeline and found them crouched behind the slender shelter of a market barrow. Hans was with them, clutching a wound in his leg that had already bled through the dark cloth.

“We’re easy targets like this,” Cora said. 

“I can’t see a way out,” Hans said. “Emeline, can you ask Sophia for help?”

“I can try,” Emeline said. Cora saw her concentrate for a moment. “I’m not even sure if she heard me.”

Cora had to hope that she had. The alternative was that they had to sit there while the cannon killed them. Yet who could come to their aid? Kate and Lord Cranston’s men had gone off in a bid to help Sophia, and Cora had no idea if they’d succeeded. Ulf and Frig were supposed to be coming in with forces through the river gate, but there was no sign of them. Several ships had just sailed away in the build-up to the fight. They were alone.

Then, suddenly, they weren’t.

Figures crashed into one of the groups of soldiers, strangely dressed and moving oddly. Some of the soldiers seemed to freeze in place while they attacked, their minds caught, while others ran in fear they probably couldn’t explain. One young man flung a soldier who appeared to be twice his weight with barely any effort. 

Cora recognized the warriors of Stonehome at once. Asha and Vincente were at their heart, Asha striking out with a pair of slender blades, Vincente with something more like a cleaver. They cut into the group of soldiers as easily as they’d cut into the villagers who’d tried to burn her and Emeline. There weren’t enough of them to win alone, though.

“We need to attack!” Cora said. 

Hans nodded, forcing himself to his feet in spite of his wound. “Forward!” 

They charged, and Cora had to fight to keep from ducking every time the boom of a cannon came. They slammed into the soldiers blocking the street, and now the fight turned into a press of bodies and hacking blades. Cora lashed out at anyone wearing the colors of one of the nobles, not having time to think, or block, or do anything other than hope the fighting would be done soon.

In all the chaos, Cora found herself cutting down a soldier, only to find herself face to face with Asha. The Stonehome leader briefly looked as though she was considering cutting Cora down, then stood back to back with her instead, striking at any soldiers who came close.

“You followed us,” Cora said. “You came to help.”

“We came to track down our secret,” Asha said.

“But you’re fighting anyway?”

“Perhaps this will be good for Stonehome,” Asha replied. “Perhaps having one of us on the throne will help.”

“It will,” Cora assured her, parrying a blow from a soldier. “When you meet Sophia, you’ll understand.”

“Don’t think that this means I like you,” Asha said. “This isn’t over. You left with our secret intact. I mean to take it. Just not yet.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Lucas moved through Ashton alone, slipping silently through the deadliness of the battle toward the spot where the river’s entrance was barred by its great gates. Every time he saw a knot of soldiers below, a part of him wanted to leap down from his rooftop path and join in the fighting, but he controlled himself. Official Ko had always taught him that the key was to fight the few battles that mattered.

The battle for the river gate mattered.

It should have opened in the first rush of the battle to let their forces into the city. The men Sophia had sent to do it should have been able to shorten the fight for Ashton by allowing Ulf and Frig a way into the city. Yet it had not opened, and Lucas could see their forces now, pinned against the shore by arrows and cannon fire. If they stayed there much longer, Lucas feared what might happen to his cousins.

He could see the river gate now, standing ahead in a solid wooden barrier. Soldiers crowded around its winching mechanisms, controlling them and making sure no one could attack from outside or from the street. The bodies of at least a dozen Ishjemme men lay scattered about, obviously those Sophia had sent to take the gate.

Lucas found himself considering the river instead, and the boats that stood largely abandoned in it, their owners seeking safer spots to hide once the battle started. He slipped down from the roof he was on, took a breath, and ran for the riverbank.

His first leap landed him on the deck of a boat with a rattle of timbers. Lucas caught his balance smoothly and ran, keeping the momentum going. He jumped the gap to the next boat as if it were the space from one stepping stone to another, and didn’t stop. The third gap was larger, and for a moment he thought he might not make it, but his arms grabbed the side of the barge he was jumping for, and he managed to pull himself up. 

Lucas heard a shout from the far bank and he sped up, knowing that there was no more time. An arrow flashed by him as he ran, and Lucas sensed the attention of a musketeer in time to duck as a shot came. He didn’t stop, though, taking the final leap to the far side of the river even as he drew his curved swords.

Men came at him, and Lucas guessed then that all those hours spent with his sword masters had not been aimed at making him fit to be a king; they’d been preparing him for this moment. Official Ko was more than cunning enough to see it coming. Lucas ducked under a sword blow, slashed at a man’s arm, and kept running, not letting even the battle slow him as he raced for the gate mechanism.

A man came at him and Lucas threw him aside, wheeling him over his hip. Another came forward and Lucas thrust his right hand sword through the man’s heart, then hacked down a third with a backhand sweep. He swayed out of the way of another cut and kept moving, forcing his way onto the stone steps that led up to the mechanism.

Men came down toward him, and there was no way to avoid all of them. Lucas felt a pike graze his shoulder as he pushed upward, felt the sharp pain of a sword across his forearm. Yet those were minor wounds, and the ones he delivered in return more than paid for them. Lucas fought with a mixture of grace and control, every swing of his blades measured, every attack designed to move him forward.

Even so, it seemed to take forever before he reached the small space where the mechanism for the gate stood. Ropes held it fast, while three men remained between Lucas and his goal.

He feinted high and then cut low toward the first. As the man leapt back, Lucas turned and kicked the second in the chest, hard enough to send him tumbling over the wall. The third lifted a musket and Lucas threw his left-hand sword, sending it spinning end over end to bury itself in the man’s chest. He parried a cut from the third, then brought his remaining sword down hard on the ropes that held the gate’s mechanism in place.

Slowly, inexorably, it started to spin.

“You should probably run,” Lucas said to the soldier, who stared at him for only a moment before turning to do just that. Men fired at Lucas from the neighboring walls, but he kept the gate mechanism turning, and now he could see the gates starting to open.

People started to pour in through the gap. Ulf and Frig were there, charging into the waiting mass of Ashton’s soldiers, hacking and cutting. More of Ishjemme’s people poured in, and more. Lucas ran down to join them, retrieving his thrown sword before plunging into the fray.

In seconds, he was caught up in the violence, delving deep into its heart, moving and striking, blocking and cutting, never staying still long enough for enemies to get around him. He fought his way toward Ulf and Frig, who had managed to cut a clear space around themselves in the heart of the battle. 

“Well done, cousin,” Frig called, as the royal soldiers started to pull back. “Now what?”

Lucas pointed with one of his swords. “Now we fight our way to the heart of this city, we join up with my sisters, and we take it!”

 

***

 

The battle on the beach was all but won by the time Kate reached Sophia. The men she and Sienne had killed lay where they’d fallen, well short of her sister. On the beach below, Sophia’s troops were fighting back the last of the foes who had tried to come in by boat, while Kate trusted no one more than Lord Cranston to finish the fight in the field behind them.

Kate threw herself forward, hugging her sister.

“Are you all right?” she asked Sophia. “Are you safe? What were you thinking, going off like that?”

“I had to do it,” Sophia said. “Too many of our people might have died if I didn’t.”

“And you might have died here,” Kate pointed out. She wasn’t sure what she would have done if her sister had died. She wasn’t sure that she could imagine a world without Sophia in it. “It was a stupid risk to take.”

But I didn’t die, Sophia sent to her. You saved me. 

You couldn’t know I’d do that, Kate pointed out.

“I didn’t,” Sophia said, “but I had to do it anyway. And now… now we have to take Ashton.”

Kate nodded. “We’ll do it together.”

She saw Sophia smile at that, rubbing the roundness of her belly. “I think it might be better if you went on ahead, little sister. You can move faster than I do.”

“Then I’ll make sure Ashton is waiting by the time you get there,” Kate promised. She hugged her sister again. “Don’t do anything dangerous while I’m gone?”

“I feel as though I should be asking you that,” Sophia countered. “I’ll be fine. My men and I will follow. Shall I expect the gates to the palace to be open when I get there?”

“Count on it.”

Kate laughed and ran over to where Lord Cranston’s men were waiting, standing in the smoldering remains of the wheat field. Their enemies were either dead or had run, leaving them in control of it.

“We need to get back to the city,” she said. “Are you all with me?”

Although they must have been exhausted by then, the cheer that came back was still enough to make Kate smile. She sought out the spot where Lord Cranston stood, his officers giving him reports. 

“Lord Cranston, are you in a position to continue the assault on the city?”

He nodded. “Lead on, Kate. Men, form up! We’re going back into Ashton!”

It made Kate’s heart swell with confidence to see the speed with which they did it, ready and even eager for the next fight. She marched at the heart of them, not in the frantic race that it had been when she’d been trying to save her sister, but still moving quickly.

They reached the outskirts of the city again in minutes, and Kate tried to use her ears to pick out where the fighting was hardest. That would be the spot they headed for, because that would be the spot where they were needed.

“That way,” Kate said, pointing to the heart of the city.

She had her sword out ready for trouble as she advanced, a pistol primed against the violence that she knew had to be somewhere ahead. She led the way along cobbled streets and under lines of washing strung out between houses, the clamor of steel growing closer.

Ahead, she saw two forces caught in battle. One side wore the colors of Ishjemme, while the others had on a motley variety of noble colors. Kate stood and watched the violence for a moment, her eyes picking out a young man at the heart of it, whirling and cutting, moving with the kind of grace and deadliness that could only mean one thing.

Lucas?

He looked up, his eyes seeking hers out across the battlefield. Even at that distance, Kate saw him smile. 

Sister, you’re here.

I will be, Kate sent back, and then gave a battle cry as she charged forward to join the fray, knowing without having to ask that Lord Cranston’s men would join her. The rearmost ranks of the enemy started to turn as they ran forward, but by then it was already too late. Kate fired her pistol into the nearest of their foes, cut into another, and plunged deep into the melee. 

She cut her way toward her brother and could see Lucas ahead, scything his way toward her in turn. The men caught between the two of them didn’t seem to know which way to turn, and many of them settled for running down side streets, trying to get away from the pressure on both sides. 

Like storm clouds blowing away, the royal forces scattered, leaving Kate facing the young man she’d seen across the battlefield. She could feel the connection to him instantly, and threw her arms wide, drawing him into an embrace made careful only by the presence of so many blades.

“Brother!”

“Sister,” Lucas replied with a smile. “I have met you before, of course, but hopefully this time there is not a witch possessing your body, trying to make it kill me.”

“I’m only interested in killing one set of people today,” Kate assured him. “And most of them are in the palace.”

“Then we should head that way,” Lucas said. “Is Sophia not with you?”

“She’s following on,” Kate said. “And I want to make sure that the city is well and truly safe before she gets here.”

“A fine plan,” Lucas agreed. 

Kate looked across to the palace. She had no doubt that the Dowager’s forces would have reinforced it by now, but that didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. They were inside the walls of Ashton now, and soon, it would be theirs to give to their sister.


 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Sophia could see that her flagship wouldn’t be refloated in a hurry; the journey to the beach had torn holes in its hull near the keel, leaving gaping wounds that would take the attention of a team of shipwrights to heal. It made it look like a beached whale that had been scavenged by gulls down to the bone.

Some of the smaller vessels had shallower draughts, though, and she stood watching while her men started to push them back into the water.

Sienne didn’t seem impressed by the prospect, mewling as Sophia made for the waterline.

“I know,” she said. “But it’s only one more boat trip, then we’ll be back on land.”

The forest cat still didn’t seem impressed, but hopped up into the boat. Sophia managed her entry to it with less grace, but the sailors there were on hand immediately, helping her to board. Soldiers piled onto the boats, crowding them since there were fewer available and readying themselves for the prospect of another hard battle.

“Get us back to the city,” Sophia ordered. “As quickly as you can.”

“Yes, your majesty,” one of the officers replied, and oarsmen on the boat started to work it out into the water, while sailors brought up the sail. There were even fewer ships now than there had been on the way in to the beach, but Sophia wasn’t afraid. She’d done what she came to do. She’d bought her forces time. 

Sophia could still see enemy ships in the distance, but they seemed to be hanging back now, as if realizing that their part in the battle was over. Perhaps they were hoping they could still run for cover. Sophia was glad of that, because she and the others there were still vulnerable as they made their way back toward the city. There was still a lot of open water to cover.

There was no one to attack them on this short journey, though, and it wasn’t until Sophia neared the city that she heard the sounds of battle again, saw the last engagements in the ship-to-ship battle in the harbor. With most of the ships there following her, it seemed that the ones that had stayed to defend Ashton were being overwhelmed. Even as she watched, Sophia saw a ship listing sharply, toppling with surprising speed into the waters around it. Another ship was aflame, turned into a kind of floating beacon by the violence. 

Sophia’s ships slid forward to join the fray, two of them moving close to a larger enemy ship, the crew throwing grappling hooks to pull them alongside. They swarmed over its deck like ants, the crew overwhelmed by the new arrivals even as it tried to engage the ships that were already there.

Sophia’s ship stayed out of the violence. It held back, and she guessed that its captain was trying to protect her. If so, he obviously hadn’t learned the lesson of everything they’d just done: she didn’t need to be protected, not if it meant that more of her people died.

She saw the river gate starting to open and knew this was her chance to act.

“There,” she ordered, “into the city.”

Already, Sophia could see ground troops making their way inside, pouring in to quell any resistance at the gates. Even so, she knew that the key would be to get as many soldiers as possible within Ashton’s inner walls as soon as they could. Her ship turned to approach the river gate, and so did all the others in her fleet.

The ship slid into the city like a shark darting into a fisherman’s net to steal their catch. Around Sophia, the air was thick with smoke and the sounds of violence. As the ship got close to the shore, pulling up tight to the riverbank, Sophia hopped off it more gracefully than she’d gotten on, Sienne joining her and men hurrying to keep up.

“You men, help to secure this side of the river so that the others can land,” she ordered, pointing. “You, take a detachment and make sure we’re not about to run into a counterattack. I want scouts on the rooftops, and messengers sent out to my cousins to find out where in the city they all are.”

Finding Kate was easier, because it just meant reaching out with her gift. 

Kate, Lucas, Emeline, where are you all?

Lucas and I are on the royal parade, Kate sent back.

We’re on our way there too, Emeline sent.

We’ll join you there, Sophia replied, then turned to her troops, raising her voice. “We’re heading for the royal parade. Stay together, and stay disciplined. I want no looting, no innocent people hurt. We’re freeing this city, not conquering it.”

She probably didn’t need to say it, but she wanted to make sure. She set off through the city, soldiers moving around her in a broad ring of protection. Sophia could see faces at the windows of some of the houses, some of them glancing out briefly and darting back, others staring in obvious fear. Sophia could understand that: they didn’t know who she was, or that they were safe. All they would see was an invading army, come from across the sea to take their city.

She needed to do something about that. 

“Send out groups of criers and messengers,” Sophia said. “Have them shout who we are, and that we’re here to free them from the Dowager’s rule.” A thought came to her; the most important thought of all, in a lot of ways. “And have them shout that there’s a reward for any information that lets us find Sebastian safe.”

Sophia wasn’t sure what she would do if he turned out not to be safe. She wasn’t sure if anything could turn her into the kind of blood-soaked conqueror that people seemed to fear, but she suspected that if anything could, it would be the news that something had happened to Sebastian.

She just had to hope that it wouldn’t come to that.

“Forward!” Sophia ordered, and they continued to advance through the streets. The strangest part about it was how quiet things were there. She could hear the sounds of battle in some of the smaller streets around them, but for the most part the city was silent save for the calls of the messengers she’d sent out. There was almost no sign of enemies now.

It was more like a parade than a battle. Sophia walked in an open space, made calm by the presence of her troops around her, Sienne at her side, with the forest cat’s ears high as she watched for danger. Yet there was no danger to be found. It felt as though those enemy soldiers who had been there had been committed elsewhere, or had seen that the city had fallen in all but name.

Gradually, people started to come out of their houses, some opening windows to look out, others stepping tentatively onto the streets. When those were not harmed by the soldiers around Sophia, more joined them, forming crowds who stared at her, still not quite comprehending what was happening.

Sophia did her best to explain it as she walked. “People of Ashton, my name is Sophia Danse. I am the Daughter of Lord Alfred and Lady Christina Danse, and I am the rightful heir to this kingdom. I am not here because I want to conquer you! I am here because I want to save the man I love!”

She kept calling out to them. It was a strange feeling, being at the center of so much attention, but Sophia didn’t feel as nervous doing it as she’d thought she might. She felt almost as if she were exactly where she was meant to be, as if all of this was precisely what should be happening in that moment. Someone threw a flower, and Sophia caught it, turning it in her hands and then threading it into her hair. 

It was a peaceful moment, but around her, Sophia could see signs that things had been anything but peaceful just a short while ago. Some of the houses nearby bore the scars of cannon shot in crumbling stonework or holes punched through wood. A couple smoldered in ruins, although thankfully there were few of those. It was impossible, too, to ignore the dead bodies that littered the streets, royal soldiers and men in Ishjemme’s colors lying where they’d fallen. 

“We’ll bury all of them,” Sophia whispered to Sienne. 

Behind her, Sophia could see the crowd starting to follow, the people there trailing after her forces like the tail of a comet. 

They walked on, and now the royal parade was in sight, the broad width of it leading up toward the palace. There the clash of blade on blade and the bark of muskets still sounded. Sophia didn’t hesitate.

“Charge!” she ordered, and to her surprise, it wasn’t just the soldiers with her who ran down there. Some of the crowd with them did too, the extra mass piling into the soldiers who were trying to block the route to the palace. 

Sophia saw Lucas down there, fighting at the heart of the battle, and Kate by his side. They cut and thrust in seemingly perfect harmony, each striking in the gaps the others left. Combined with the sheer weight of the extra troops joining the fight, in moments, the royal forces were running. Kate looked as though she wanted to run after them, but instead, she turned to Sophia.

Sophia went up to her to hug her.

“Ashton is ours,” Kate said with a grin. 

Lucas came forward, offering a bow, but Sophia wasn’t going to leave it at that. She drew him into their hug instead, holding him close with her sister.

“Thank you,” she said, “both of you.”

They stepped back.

“It was our pleasure,” Lucas said.

Kate nodded. “I’ve always wanted to attack Ashton with an army. Of course, the way I imagined it, more of it ended up on fire.”

Sophia wasn’t sure exactly how serious her sister was, although from what she’d done at the orphanage, there was every chance that Kate meant it.

“I’m just glad to see you recovered from everything Siobhan did to you,” Sophia said. “I thought we would have to invade without you.”

“You almost did,” Kate said. 

Sophia shook her head. “We couldn’t have done it without you. You brought Lord Cranston’s people, and you saved me on the beach.”

“You were the one who drew their forces off,” Kate pointed out.

Lucas laughed. “Perhaps we should just say that you were both amazing and leave it at that. Sophia, Ashton is yours.”

Sophia looked up at the palace. “Not all of it. Not the bit that matters.”

Until they had the palace, they wouldn’t have whichever elements of the Dowager’s supporters remained. They wouldn’t have the biggest symbol of power in the city, or the heart of the kingdom’s government. More importantly, they wouldn’t have Sebastian. None of this counted if they couldn’t get to him. To everyone else, this invasion probably already looked like a success, but without him, it was a failure, pure and simple. 

“We’ll take the palace,” Lucas promised.

Kate stretched her arms the way a sword master might before a bout. “I’m looking forward to it. Just give us the word, Sophia.”

Sophia looked up at the palace. It wasn’t some ancient castle with thick walls, but it still had defenses. The people in there would be those most committed to the current regime, not prepared to yield without a fight. They needed to get in there, though, or she would never see Sebastian again. She couldn’t allow that to happen. She wouldn’t.

“Take it,” she ordered. “End this, and bring Sebastian back to me.”


 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Sebastian tried to stand tall as they led him out from his tower cell, his arms tied behind his back. He tried not to show any fear, tried to be everything that a prince should be. He looked around, trying to find a way to escape, but four soldiers escorted him, each with a wary hand on his sword hilt. There was nothing to do but walk.

They led Sebastian down through the palace, and servants stopped in their tasks as he went past, watching him as he went to his death. Most of them had the carefully blank expressions of people who had long ago learned that they could not afford to show any reaction to the things their betters did. They could not become involved, because they knew all that it might cost them.

The soldiers took Sebastian down to a courtyard, where a gallows stood waiting, a headsman’s block set in place atop it. An executioner stood there holding a two-handed sword, his mask featureless, no sense of who he was or how he felt about the orders he had been given. A priestess of the Masked Goddess stood nearby, already chanting funerary rites even though Sebastian still lived.

More servants stood around, the only audience for what was meant to be the last event of his life. Sebastian recognized Falks the gardener, who had let him hide in the planting sheds when he was young, Willis the chamberlain, and more. There were nobles too, there to watch the end of the Dowager’s line. Sebastian couldn’t decide if their presence was a kind of tribute to him or a show of loyalty to their new ruler. Ultimately, it didn’t matter.

The part that mattered was coming far too quickly. 

“Get on with it,” one of the guards said, shoving Sebastian forward. “Kneel, traitor, and be grateful that you’re getting something as quick as a sword.”

“I’m no traitor,” Sebastian declared. “My brother killed our mother, and Angelica has murdered him!”

He didn’t know what he was hoping for by saying it. It didn’t persuade anyone that all of this was a mistake, didn’t make them let him go. Sebastian hadn’t thought it would, but he wouldn’t stand by and let the lies stand, even though pain flared as one of the guards slammed a gauntleted fist into his stomach. 

The guards shoved him forward, forcing him down to his knees. The priestess there brought forward a mask of white bone, kneeling with it before him as she held it out to him.

“To cover your sins, and your fear,” she said. It was probably meant to be a kind of mercy, or as close to one as the Church of the Masked Goddess ever managed.

Sebastian shook his head. “I have no sin to be afraid of here. If you want to kill me, you’ll do it looking at my face.”

“But—”

“Doesn’t make any difference to me,” the executioner muttered. “Mask, no mask, his head will come off the same.”

Sebastian heard the man move into place beside him with a heavy tread.

“If you’ve any last words, might as well say them,” the man said.

Sebastian found himself thinking of Sophia then, and the emotions that welled up inside him at the thought of her were almost overwhelming. Would she receive the letter he’d written for her? Would she know how much he loved her? He’d wanted to see her face again more than anything, but now… now it seemed that he would be beheaded here, without ceremony, without even the benefit of a real trial. It seemed like a pointless, foolish way to end a life.

Sebastian looked out at the small crowd of servants and nobles, imagining Sophia there, waiting for the moment when the sword blow that ended his life would fall. He wondered how sharp the blade was. Would it hurt, or would it pass through his neck before he even knew it?

Somewhere in the distance, bells started to sound. Sebastian ignored them, focusing on the moments to come, on his love for Sophia. It seemed like the one pure thing in his life, and—

“Alarm! Alarm!” a soldier yelled, running into the courtyard. “The enemy are forcing their way into the palace. We need every soldier we have!”

Panic came to the courtyard so fast it almost seemed comical. One moment, the nobles there were watching for Sebastian’s death, the next, they were milling around, pushing to get clear. The soldiers who had brought Sebastian there ran for the door, ready to fight or trying to escape, he couldn’t tell which.

The executioner didn’t run though. “Enemy or not, I can still finish you, you—”

Sebastian kicked out as hard as he could, catching the man on the knee and sending him stumbling back, then scrambled to his feet. The executioner cursed and caught his balance, swinging the great sword he held in a clumsy arc. Sebastian managed to duck it, the sword dragging the other man off balance as it passed overhead. 

“You can’t dodge forever,” the executioner said. 

The trouble was, Sebastian suspected he was right. The gallows only had so much space, and the courtyard beyond was filled with panicking people who would make it almost impossible to escape without tripping or falling. Unless he thought of something, he was going to die.

“Here, your highness!”

Sebastian glanced over to the side of the gallows, and was surprised to see Falks the gardener there, a pruning knife in his hands. He slid it across the boards of the gallows in Sebastian’s direction, and Sebastian threw himself for it, landing clumsily but managing to snag it with his bound hands.

“I’ll deal with you next, gardener!” the executioner promised, as Sebastian started to saw at the ropes that held him. The other man advanced, his heavy sword rising up slowly over Sebastian’s head.

Sebastian’s wrists came free, and he lunged up, under the arc of the descending sword. The pruning knife was short, but it was sharp as he plunged it into the executioner’s chest. The man’s mask meant that Sebastian couldn’t see his expression, but he could hear the gasp of surprise, felt the man struggle to complete his job in the moments before he fell.

The executioner’s sword clattered to the gallows and Sebastian snatched it up in spite of its weight. Seeing him like that, most of the remaining nobles made a run for the door. He turned back to Falks.

“You saved me.”

“Well, you and your brother might always have been at my plants, but you’re no murderer, your highness.”

“I’m not,” Sebastian said. “But Angelica is. She killed Rupert.”

“Ah, well…” the gardener began.

“What is it, Falks?” Sebastian said.

“Well, your highness… I think there’s something you ought to see.”

 

***

 

Sebastian followed as quickly as he could as the gardener led him out through the palace, using all the servants’ routes that had nothing to do with the main corridors. He led Sebastian to a low lean-to that served as his home, and that had seemed so much larger when Sebastian was a child.

As they walked, Sebastian could hear the sounds of battle, and occasionally saw soldiers rushing back and forth along the halls. None of them came near, though. He suspected that the sword he held had a lot to do with that. They managed to make it out into the palace grounds, then to Falks’s home. 

Rupert lay on a camp bed at the heart of it, his chest rising and falling, just barely.

“How?” Sebastian asked, hardly able to believe this was happening. He’d been so certain that his brother was dead. Now, he didn’t know what to think, or what to feel.

“Some of the servants found him,” Falks said. “They didn’t dare call for a physiker, because that would have made Milady most unhappy, but he was still breathing and I… well, they know that if anyone knows the plants that will cure what ails them, it will be old Falks.”

“So you saved him?” Sebastian asked. He went over to his brother. In sleep, his brother looked peaceful, almost innocent. It was a lie, but it was one that Sebastian wished were true.

Falks shook his head. “Not exactly. Here, he needs to drink some of this.”

He passed over a water bottle that, when Sebastian uncorked it, smelled of anything but water. He pressed it to his brother’s lips, letting some dribble through.

“What is it?” Sebastian asked. “An antidote to what’s poisoned him?”

Falks shrugged. “I tried my best, but poisons are difficult. This one had already done a lot of damage.”

Slowly, as if even that took effort, Rupert’s eyes flickered open.

“Sebastian?” he said, his voice scarcely above a whisper. “Is that you? I can… barely see you.”

“I’m right here, Rupert,” Sebastian said.

“I think it’s my eyes,” Rupert said. “And the rest of me.”

“The rest of you?” Sebastian said, fear coming back. Just how badly was his brother hurt?

Falks answered that. “The cure wasn’t able to bring your brother all the way back. The poison was too much.”

“I’m telling this, Falks,” Rupert said, then coughed so hard Sebastian thought his chest might cave in. “Angelica poisoned me. She did a good job of it. My legs won’t move. My arms barely manage to. I spend half my time asleep, and half of the rest delirious.”

For almost the first time in his life, Sebastian felt a wave of pity for his brother. Rupert had always been the strong one, the dashing one, the handsome one. Now he lay in his cot bed and there almost seemed to be nothing left of him.

“You’ll get stronger,” Sebastian said. 

“And what if I don’t?” Rupert shot back. “You think Angelica would be stupid enough to use poisons people recover from? What if I’m stuck like this? An object… a thing for people to laugh at? A ruler can’t be like this. Can’t be this weak.”

Sebastian could only imagine what it was like for Rupert right then. All his life, he’d been untouchable, strong, free to do as he wished. Now, he was all but a prisoner in his own body. 

“There will be those who think I deserve this,” Rupert said.

“No one deserves to have this done to them,” Sebastian replied.

“No matter what they’ve done?” Rupert demanded. His eyes half closed in remembering. “I’ve done things that would make you shudder, Sebastian. I’ve killed more people than a plague wind. Men and women. I’ve tortured. I imprisoned you. I’ve… I killed our mother. I stabbed her, so many times…”

“You don’t need to tell me all of this,” Sebastian insisted. He didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to know all the awful things his brother had done in his life. “You’re still my brother.”

“I’m a fraction of him!” Rupert bellowed, with a faint hint of his old anger. “A monster. No, I was a monster before. Now, I’m just the shadow of one. Did you know I tried to rape that girl you love so much? And she wouldn’t be the first.”

Anger rose up in Sebastian at that thought, red and raw. “Why tell me that?”

“Because maybe then you’ll have the courage to do what you need to do,” Rupert said. “I need you… to kill me, brother.”

“What? No!” Sebastian shook his head fiercely. “No, I won’t.”

“I want you to,” Rupert said. “And you know I more than deserve it. I want your forgiveness, Sebastian, but I want your help, too. I can’t live like this.”

“What if you deserve to?” Sebastian shot back, his anger as much at what Rupert had demanded of him as at anything he’d done. “Why should I have to be the one to do this? How can you ask me to do it?”

“Because you’re my brother,” Rupert said, as if that answered all of it.

The worst part was that, in a strange way, it did.

Sebastian could feel tears springing to his eyes, the pain too great to contain. He took out the same knife that he’d used to kill the executioner. It was wickedly sharp, even if it had never been made for combat. 

“I don’t think I can do this,” Sebastian said.

“Of course you can,” Rupert replied. “Do you hear the alarm bells? It means that my lovely wife has let invaders in. What do you think they’ll do to me if they catch me?”

Sebastian didn’t have an answer for that. Sophia had every reason to hate Rupert, but he couldn’t imagine her being cruel, or vengeful. Kate, though…

“You’d be doing the kind thing,” Rupert said. “The only thing.”

“I…” Sebastian moved closer, setting the point against Rupert’s chest, where his heart was.

“You can do this, brother,” Rupert said. “You’ve always been the one who did his duty, haven’t you? Well, this is your duty now.”

Sebastian choked back his tears. “I love you, Rupert.”

Rupert didn’t say anything for a moment or two. When the words came, they were barely above a breath. “I love you too.”

Sebastian thrust the blade home.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Around Angelica, all her dreams fell apart. She heard the ringing bells that meant people had forced their way into the palace, heard the shouts, the screams, the crack of pistols and muskets. Each one was like a hammer blow to everything she’d planned.

She ran through the palace, to the royal bedrooms, passing the guards on the doors.

“What are you waiting for?” she demanded, pointing back down the corridor. “Defend your queen. Join the battle!”

The two men there looked at one another, then set off in the direction Angelica had pointed. She had no idea if they would actually join in the fighting that she could hear in the distance, or if they would simply cut and run as soon as they were out of her sight. It didn’t matter; two soldiers in royal uniforms would have to fight, because the invaders wouldn’t give them any other choice.

“I should have killed Sophia when I first met her,” Angelica said, looking around the rooms. There was so much here. So much that had been hers so briefly.

A part of her wanted to stay here, seated regally in front of the doors, waiting for the enemy to come. That part of her said that she should show these peasants what a real queen was, and stand proud when Sophia came to confront her. At least that way she would get to see the look on her face when she learned Sebastian was dead.

A flash of hurt ran through her at that, then anger at having the feeling. Sebastian had betrayed her, again and again, by refusing her. He’d run from their wedding. He’d chosen her. He deserved to die for it, and feeling… this, did nothing to change that. She would not feel pity for him. Would not feel love.

“Don’t be weak,” Angelica told herself. “You can survive this. They have Ashton, but that means nothing. You can take it back.”

Her family still had lands, friends, resources. She would leave Ashton and go to their lands overseas. Sophia was not the Dowager, to hunt her down wherever she ran. She would not send murderers, certainly not across half the world. Angelica would, though, and once the kingdom was without a leader again, people would start to remember who had been crowned as their queen. She might not even need an army to do it, just the right words at the right time.

“I’ll bring an army, though,” Angelica promised.

But before that, she had to survive. She could hear the sounds of the battle below getting closer. A glance from her window showed the fighting in the streets, with royal colors and those of Ishjemme blending into a mix that was red with blood and black with smoke.

If she waited here, there was every chance that some enterprising soldier would kill her as soon as they all rushed in, or that they would do the things that soldiers always did in war, in spite of Sophia’s pretense that she stood for what was right. Even if they simply took her as a prisoner, she would still be the captive of the person she hated most in the world, waiting to be executed in whatever way took Sophia’s fancy. Angelica thought of all the things that she would do if the positions were reversed and shuddered at everything she imagined. 

No, she couldn’t allow herself to be captured.

“Then stop wasting time and think,” she told herself. 

The first step was simple. She grabbed a small pouch and stuffed it with coins, jewels, whatever would help to pay for her to escape. Nothing too bulky; as much as Angelica would have liked to take her crown with her, it would mark her out as surely as holding her family’s banner aloft. She needed things that could be hidden. She took only the bare minimum of knives and poisons for the same reason. 

Once she got beyond Ashton, her plan seemed simple: take a horse and ride for her family’s lands, then find a boat to some more permanent safety. The question was how she got out of Ashton, out of the palace, even out of this room without being spotted for who she was.

Angelica found herself thinking of Rupert, and how he’d briefly fooled his mother. She thought of Sophia, and all the time she’d spent passing for a noble. If her enemy could do that, wasn’t there a certain irony in what she was considering? 

“Servant. Servant!” she called out, wondering if anyone would bother coming, or if she would have to go out hunting for someone suitable. Almost to her surprise, a girl hurried into the room, managing a timid curtsey. Her hair was a dirty blonde, not really the right shade for Angelica’s needs, but there was no time to do more.

“Your majesty?” she said. 

Angelica slipped a length of cord into her hand quietly. “I have a job for you, girl.”

She stepped in close to the servant, almost behind her.

“You see,” Angelica said, “I need to die. I want you to help me with that.”

“Your majesty?”

Angelica caught the shock in the girl’s tone. It was nothing like the shock, however, when Angelica slipped the strangling cord around her throat and pulled tight. The servant struggled, of course, her hands flying to her throat, but Angelica was already pulling as hard as she could, and she had the advantage of surprise. The servant kicked, then staggered, then finally fell still.

Angelica knelt beside her for several seconds, willing her breathing to slow. She’d murdered before; she’d killed her husband. Compared to that, one indentured servant was nothing, and she had no time to be weak like this. She had to act.

It seemed to take forever to swap clothes with the dead servant, stripping away her plain outer dress and swapping it for Angelica’s finery. The dress was a gray, loose, shapeless thing, but perhaps that was a good thing, since it would draw fewer stares to her. It would certainly hide the things that she wanted to take with her better. She tried not to listen to the way the sounds of the battle were getting closer while she worked, because there was nothing she could do to speed this deception up. 

Once Angelica had dressed her unwilling double, she cut down a curtain cord, tying one end around the top of the room’s curtain rail, the other around the dead servant’s neck. It wasn’t a very convincing scene, but it would buy her some time at least.

Angelica could hear the clash of blades now, but she knew she couldn’t leave it there. She pulled out the fine braids of her hair, then took a knife and held it to the golden strands. This was harder than killing the servant had been. This mattered. Still, she managed to do it, hacking her hair shorter, then rubbing in fireplace soot as a quick way to darken it. Lifting the hem of her dress, she took one soot-blackened finger and drew the mark of the Indentured on her calf. It wasn’t something she would have done at any other time, but right now it was probably the best protection she could find.

The sounds of the fighting were too close for more than that. Quickly, Angelica cleaned her hands on her dress, adding a layer of dirt to it that disgusted her, composed her features into a suitable mask of distress, and burst out from the royal chambers, hurrying along the corridor. 

Two of Ishjemme’s soldiers, obviously well in advance of the rest, stood over the bodies of the guards Angelica had sent out to protect her. It seemed that the two men had done their duty after all. Strange the things men found to die for, but Angelica felt a hint of gratitude. Without them there to slow things down, perhaps she would have been caught in the middle of her preparations.

She might still be caught now, though, and fear filled her at that thought, even as the two soldiers looked over at her.

“Oh, Goddess,” she stammered out, roughening her voice the way she’d roughened the rest of her appearance. “Please don’t kill me!”

“We’re not here to kill you,” one of the soldiers said. “Who are you?”

“You can see she’s just a servant,” the other supplied. “You’ll need to come with us. It isn’t safe here.”

He probably meant it as a kindness, but it would amount to the same thing as being a prisoner, and Angelica doubted that the protection her rough disguise offered would last forever. She still had a card to play though.

“The… the queen…” Angelica said, interspersing the words with a couple of sobs.

“What about her?” the first soldier demanded. “She’s here?”

Angelica pointed back in the direction she’d come from. “She… she’s dead!”

It was enough to set the men running in the direction of the royal chambers. Angelica hurried just as quickly in the opposite direction, slipping into the servants’ passages as soon as she could. In that space, soldiers would be expecting frightened servants. She hurried on, picking a route that she hoped would take her to the outside as quickly as possible.

It did, bringing her out into a spot in the palace gardens not far from the formal maze that so many nobles had loved to take a turn around on sunny afternoons, or evenings, when they wanted to find a way to be alone with prospective lovers. Angelica knew that maze well, and all the doors near it that might let her out into the city, free to work on the next part of her escape.

That sounded easy enough, but she’d reckoned without the cordon of enemy soldiers who stood in the gardens, containing a milling crowd of nobles, servants, and more, who were making enough noise among them to be heard over the remaining sounds of the fight. 

“This is intolerable!” one nobleman said. “Don’t you know the family I’m from?”

“No,” a soldier replied. “That’s kind of the point.”

Angelica understood in that moment. They were going through them, apparently sorting them into those who were free to go and those who had to stay. Probably, the group who fell on the wrong side of that decision would be kept for questioning, or imprisonment, or even execution. It was exactly what Angelica would have done, and exactly what she had been hoping to avoid. 

For a moment, Angelica considered running back into the palace, but then she felt a hand on her back, an Ishjemme soldier there pushing her forward, even if it was gently.

“You have nothing to be afraid of,” he said. “You’re a servant, right?”

On impulse, Angelica lifted the hem of her dress to show the mark she’d applied inexpertly with soot.

“Show them that and they’ll let you go,” he said. “Our queen was once indentured like you. She hates people being treated like that. Soon, you’ll be free. Truly free.”

Angelica didn’t have to fake her smile. If what this soldier said was true, then he had no idea how right he was. She slipped into the crowd, letting it hide her in a sea of faces. Soon she would be free, and then she would be able to start working to undo everything Sophia had done today.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

Outside the palace, Emeline struggled to help the troops make sense of everything that was happening. It would have helped if she had more of an idea herself. The palace seemed mostly quiet now, suggesting that the little resistance within was faltering, but part of the reason she was outside was that she didn’t want to take part in whatever violence was left there.

Instead, she was here, helping a contingent of Hans’s soldiers to herd the people fleeing from the palace, helping to sort the ones who could safely be let go from the ones who might still pose a threat.

“How long are you going to keep us here for?” a middle-aged noblewoman demanded. 

Emeline didn’t bother pointing out to her that this was probably the safest place for her right now. So far, there hadn’t been any reports of looting or violence toward nobles, but Emeline suspected that it would probably only take one spark of fighting to do it.

“I’m sure it won’t be too much longer,” Emeline said, simultaneously reaching into the noblewoman’s mind to learn as much as possible about who she was.

She could see Aidan and Cora doing the same a few dozen yards away, but there were so many people out there now that there was no time to stop and talk. It seemed as though at least half of the people in the palace were there in the gardens by now, and more were arriving by the moment as they realized that it wasn’t some ancient castle, secure against invaders, and that those invaders were now inside.

“You need to go and stand over there,” Emeline said, pointing to a cluster of other nobles who weren’t actively involved in the fight, but who couldn’t just be allowed to go.

“Young lady, I—”

“Now, please,” Emeline said, with the kind of weariness in her voice that came from too many people trying to tell her just how important they were.

In its way, what she was doing was as much an invasion as the one in the palace. She was using her talents in a way that amounted to ransacking minds, reaching into them to find out who was a threat, who had information, who was just scared and trying to get away.

She went up to a servant, seeing nothing but memories of being shouted at and hit for being too slow. She gestured toward the garden’s gates.

“You can leave if you want,” Emeline said.

He shrugged. “Where would I go?”

Emeline didn’t really have an answer to that. She could let the servants there go, but it didn’t make the city any safer, or give them food or shelter. “You don’t have to go anywhere if you don’t want to.”

She kept going through the crowd, watching the minds of the people around her as she went. She saw thoughts of violence in one man’s mind and focused her attention on a tall man with short cropped hair. His thoughts told his story: he was a soldier who had deserted, and who was planning to stab whoever discovered him. Emeline gestured to a couple of the soldiers, pointing to him.

“It’s better if you don’t try to use the knife you have,” she said. “No one is going to hurt you unless you have committed a crime.”

Even so, he sprang forward, and a pair of soldiers leapt at him in turn, bringing him to the ground. Emeline stood back from the scuffle; she’d been part of enough fighting for one day. She was so focused on the fight in front of her that she almost missed a flicker of thoughts nearby that was too much to ignore.

Milady d’Angelica was somewhere in the crowd.

Emeline frowned, looking out over it. There was no sign of her there at first glance. She wasn’t obvious in her jewels, or in the crown that seemed to be hers now. Emeline started to look through the noblewomen, checking them one by one in case there was some sign of her.

This was too important to do alone.

Kate, Aidan… everyone. I think that Milady d’Angelica is somewhere here.

She sent that as widely as she could. Perhaps Asha and the others from Stonehome would get her message. Sophia certainly did.

Are you sure? I have men telling me that she’s dead. 

I think I heard her thoughts, Emeline sent back.

An image flickered in Emeline’s mind of a face. This is her. I’ll be there as soon as I can.

No. That was Kate’s mental voice. I’ll do it. You’re needed there. Find her for us, Emeline. 

Emeline planned to. From the thoughts of the others there, she could see just how important the noblewoman was, and she wasn’t about to let her get away from the palace.

Emeline started to look around the rest of the crowd now, checking them one by one, trying to find the thoughts that she wanted. There was one obvious way to find the woman she wanted, of course, but it was risky. Still, with so many soldiers around, it might be worth it…

“Milady d’Angelica!” she called out. “Make yourself known. I know you’re in this crowd somewhere! Surrender peacefully!”

She knew better than to expect a response, but she didn’t need one. Instead, she watched the thoughts of the crowd around her, seeing who was confused, who was surprised by the announcement, and who panicked.

“There!” Emeline yelled, pointing to a woman wearing a servant’s dress. “Grab her!”

She was a fraction of a second too late, because the woman who had married Rupert and taken the kingdom was already running.

 

***

 

Kate came running into the gardens in time to see a figure making a break from the crowd contained there, sprinting for the entrance to the palace’s formal maze.

Her? Kate sent to Emeline.

It’s her. 

Then she’s mine, Kate sent back.

If she’d had her old speed, the chase would have taken a matter of seconds. Kate would have brought her down without trying, and all of this would have been over. Instead, even running as fast as she could, she couldn’t get to Angelica before the kingdom’s would-be ruler made it to the entrance to the maze. 

“Don’t think I won’t find you,” Kate called out as she followed her quarry in there. She drew her sword. 

Although the maze was meant to be just a formal thing, designed to delight bored nobles, there still seemed to be more than enough twists and turns to it for her to lose track of the route to Angelica. 

Even so, Kate didn’t lose her position. Angelica’s thoughts were as clear as a beacon shining through fog.

“I know where you are,” Kate called out. “I can sense you. Come out now, and make this easier.”

“So you can slaughter me?” Angelica demanded from somewhere off to the left. “Do you think I don’t know what you did back at the House of the Unclaimed?”

“Then you should know that it’s a bad idea to try to hurt me and my sister,” Kate said. “You should know that you can’t escape, too.”

She stalked through the maze, letting her sense of where Angelica was guide her. It should have taken Kate right to her. Instead, Kate found herself wandering down path after path, having to turn around every time she hit a dead end.

“Knowing where I am doesn’t help much in a maze, does it?” Angelica said, with a laugh that grated across Kate’s nerves. “I’ve been here so many times I know it like I know my own home. How long before I make it to an exit, Kate? How long before you have to tell your sister that I escaped you?”

“You’re not getting away,” Kate promised her. 

“You’d better hope not, because if I do, I’ll be coming for you, and your sister.”

Kate kept her attention on Angelica’s position, but she also started paying attention to the layout of the maze now, trying to learn its twists and turns as she went. Any maze that was designed for half-drunk nobles couldn’t be that hard to navigate. There would be a pattern to it.

She started to make her way through it, slowly at first, then at something close to a run. Because she was running, Kate barely had time to duck as her foot caught a twig, letting loose another that had been bent back, a dart of some kind jammed into a fork in it. Kate wasn’t sure what kind of substance would be on the dart, but she had no doubt that it would be something deadly.

“Kate?” Angelica called out. “Are you still there? Are you still breathing?”

How many more traps might there be like that? Every moment that Angelica managed to stay out of sight was a moment in which she might place another simple trap in Kate’s way. Kate had had enough. 

The thing about a maze like this was that it was only a problem when you were at ground level. Picking a sturdy-looking hedge, Kate started to climb. 

It wasn’t easy. Hedges were harder to climb than trees, and Kate no longer had the benefit of the supreme strength and agility she’d once had. Instead, she had to scramble up slowly, relying on her light weight and speed to let her reach the top.

When she did, she saw Angelica’s head bobbing below her, just a few rows of hedges away. Kate ran then, balancing on the hedge she stood on it like a tightrope, daring a jump across the brief gap between two and cursing as her leg sank into the softness of the foliage. She managed to catch her balance, barely, and hopped down onto the other side, rounding a corner as Angelica was turning to run.

“There’s a dead end that way,” Kate called out, advancing on her with her sword level. “Might as well turn and face me, die with some honor.”

“You’re going to kill me?” Angelica asked, and then threw a knife clumsily without pausing.

Kate was already swaying out of the way. “I can see you decide to make every move,” she said. “I know what you’re going to do as soon as you do. Go on, reach for another knife. Give me an excuse.”

“If you know all that, then you’ll know that I’m not going to,” Angelica said with a faint smirk. “You wouldn’t kill me in cold blood. You wouldn’t murder me. Your sister would be angry if you did.”

“My sister would thank me for getting rid of you,” Kate said, but the problem was that Angelica had a point. Sophia wouldn’t want her killed like this, with no reason for it. She wouldn’t want that blood on Kate’s hands.

A part of Kate wanted to do it anyway. She was the one who did what needed to be done. She was the one who could bathe in the blood of the world if she had to do it to keep her family safe. She kept advancing on Angelica…

…and stopped.

Ultimately, it wasn’t the fact that Sophia wouldn’t want this that stopped her, because Kate doubted that her sister had wanted any of the deaths with Kate’s name to them. It wasn’t the twisting hint of uncertainty that she could see at the back of Angelica’s mind, unsure if Kate would actually do this or not. It certainly wasn’t the thought of how all the nobles of the kingdom would react to the killing of their all too brief ruler. 

No, it was the thought of her still unborn niece, who would one day rule over all of this. When she was grown, Kate wanted to be able to look at her and tell her that when they’d taken the kingdom back, they’d been doing the right thing. She wanted to be able to look at her and not have to lie about all she’d done today.

“Looks as though you get to live,” she said, wrenching Angelica’s arm behind her back. “But I wouldn’t put money on it being for long, after the things you’ve done.” 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

Sophia stood at the doors to the royal palace and remembered the first time she’d come there. She’d been so worried that her disguise might not work, that people would find her out, that she would be sent back to the House of the Unclaimed or worse. Now the doors hung in splintered ruins and, in spite of the battle it had taken to get this far, Sophia had only one concern:

Sebastian.

“We have to find him, Sienne,” she said, as she made her way up the steps that led inside. The forest cat stalked along beside her, looking around in every corner as if searching for potential threats. 

“You shouldn’t go into the palace yet,” Jan insisted, running up. “We still have pockets of resistance. Let us make sure that everything is safe.”

Sophia shook her head. “There’s no time for that. I have to find Sebastian.”

She hurried on, Jan and a dozen soldiers following in her wake in an effort to make sure that no one could hurt her. Sophia could hear shouts and occasional thuds that suggested there was still fighting going on in the building, but mostly, the hallways of the palace seemed empty. 

Sophia made her way down them, trying to work out where the palace would have any cells, or if there was anyone who could help her find the man she loved. She was so intent on finding Sebastian that she almost walked straight into the middle of a fight, a knot of royal soldiers battling hand to hand with a group of her men, swords clashing and blood flowing in the confined space of the corridor while a cluster of servants and nobles found themselves trapped further down, unable to get past because of the violence in front of them.

A soldier ran at Sophia and Sienne moved to intercept him, claws swiping. Jan grabbed her shoulder to pull her back, while the others started to run past her, ready to join the fight.

“No,” Sophia said. “Stop this. Stop this!” She sent the words out with a pulse of her power even as she shouted them, the sound and the magic rippling out together over the combatants. Almost to her surprise, they stopped, looking at her, the brief lull in the battle shockingly quiet after the sounds before.

“There has been enough violence,” Sophia said. She looked over to the royal soldiers, looking them in the eye one by one. “Ashton has fallen. Your palace has fallen. Right now, you’re continuing to fight because you think it will be some brave stand, but all that means is that you die. There has been enough killing for one day. Put down your weapons and I promise you that you will not be harmed.”

For a moment, Sophia wondered if it would be enough. Perhaps the men there wouldn’t trust what she had to say, or perhaps they truly believed in the current rulers so much that they were prepared to die for them. Slowly, though, one by one, the men started to put down their weapons, placing them carefully on the ground or letting them clatter down.

Sophia walked through the fight to the spot where the servants and the nobles were standing, looking just as scared as they had a few moments ago. Perhaps they feared what might happen to them in the aftermath of the violence, or perhaps long experience had taught them better than to trust rulers.

“You’re safe now,” Sophia assured them. “My men are going to take you to a room where you can keep out of the fighting until everything settles down in the city. First, though, do any of you know where Prince Sebastian is? I think his brother took him. I need to find him.”

She tried to keep some of the desperation she felt out of her voice. She didn’t want people to know quite how much she needed to find Sebastian, or perhaps she didn’t want to tell it to a world that had already placed so many obstacles in their way. 

She searched the minds of the people around her, trying to find answers. What she saw there made her recoil.

“They’re going to execute him?” she demanded, picking a servant whose thoughts showed it most strongly. 

“Queen Angelica ordered it,” the man said. “She said that he murdered his mother.”

Sophia didn’t believe that for an instant. There were things that Sebastian simply wasn’t capable of, and killing a member of his family was one of them. She could, however, believe that Angelica would make something up to have an excuse to get rid of someone.

“Where did they take him?” she demanded. She had to get to him before it was too late. Fighting or no fighting, the biggest danger right then was that she might not be there in time to protect Sebastian. “Where?”

The servant pointed. “There’s a courtyard…”

Sophia was already running in the direction he’d pointed, an image of it fixed in her mind alongside her determination to get there before the worst happened. It didn’t matter now that there was still fighting in the palace, or that the soldiers with her were having to run to keep up. All that mattered was getting there in time.

She reached the courtyard, saw the headsman’s block, saw it empty.

Was she too late? Looking around the courtyard, Sophia could see signs of violence. A man in an executioner’s mask lay dead, and there was blood on the gallows, but was that from whatever fight had killed him, or had it come from Sebastian’s execution? The thought made Sophia’s heart tighten in her chest. There was no body, though, no proof that Sebastian was actually dead, and Sophia didn’t know whether to hope or to be afraid because of that absence.

“Find him,” she ordered. “Whatever it takes, find Sebastian. I have to know if he’s okay.”

The soldiers ran off, scattering to do what Sophia had asked. What if they couldn’t find him, though? She couldn’t imagine facing all of this without Sebastian there. She’d crossed the sea, invaded a kingdom to be able to save him. All that would be like ashes if it turned out that she had arrived too late.

“Your majesty,” a soldier said, running up, and for one brief moment Sophia dared to hope that it would be news of Sebastian. “Lord Cranston wants permission to move out into the city to deal with any soldiers who try to regroup.”

“Tell him…” Sophia couldn’t think right then; couldn’t begin to concentrate on anything until she had an answer about Sebastian’s fate. “Tell him to do what he thinks is best.”

She thought that there might be a moment of peace then in which to simply wait, but there was already another runner entering the courtyard, and another.

“Your majesty, where should we put all the nobles and servants we find in outlying rooms?”

“Your majesty, several of the men are trying to open the treasury, but it remains locked.”

“We have reports of people wandering out into the streets. We don’t know if it’s a riot, or a group of disguised soldiers, or something else.”

Sophia shook her head. “I can’t deal with all of this. Not now.”

“And yet you have to, because you are the queen.” 

Sophia looked up to see Lucas approaching. He had blood on his normally immaculate clothing, but at least he appeared unharmed. 

I need to focus on Sebastian, Sophia sent to him.

You have sent out people to find him, Lucas sent back, you can do no more. Now, though, your people need you. 

I can’t just—

You can, Lucas insisted. Be their queen, sister. 

Sophia paused. She knew her brother was right, but that didn’t make it easy. She couldn’t just push Sebastian from her thoughts, no matter how hard she tried. Lucas was right, though, she needed to do this.

“Kate has captured Angelica,” Lucas said aloud. “She was trying to escape, disguised as a servant. She murdered the servant to try to make us think she was dead.”

“Lock her in a room somewhere for now,” Sophia said. “I’ll work out what to do with her when there’s more time.” 

She turned to the three messengers who had come to her. “We don’t have enough people at the moment to watch every small room,” she said to the first. “Escort them to the main hall or Hans’s people in the gardens, so that we can contain them until the palace is fully secured. Make sure they’re well cared for.”

She turned to the second. “We don’t need to worry about the treasury right now. There will be keys to it, but if it’s secure, that probably means no one is going to loot it.”

With the third, she considered a moment longer, but only a moment. “If people are out on the streets, it’s because they don’t understand what is happening. Keep telling them what is going on, and see if you can catch up to the man I sent to Lord Cranston. Tell him to leave any soldiers who want to retreat. They’ll stop fighting as soon as they realize that this is done.”

The messengers ran off, and Lucas smiled. “You see,” he said, “you can do this. Although I suspect that there are a dozen more servants waiting with new problems.”

“Then I’ll deal with them,” Sophia assured him.

She went out to meet them, moving out into the palace with Lucas on one side and Sienne on the other. Almost as soon as she did so, she paused, staring.

Sebastian was there.

He was walking toward her, dressed simply, and looking as though he’d been through more than Sophia could imagine. He had blood on him, and a haunted look in his eyes that told of things that had happened that Sophia probably wouldn’t want to hear. Even so, as he saw her, his face brightened with hope.

“Sophia?”

He ran to her, and Sophia went to meet him, throwing her arms around him as he swept her up in a kiss that seemed to have the full weight of all the time they’d spent apart behind it.

“I thought they’d killed you,” Sophia whispered, close enough that it seemed as though it was just the two of them there.

“They were going to,” Sebastian said. “Your attack distracted them, and then a servant saved me…”

There seemed to be more to it than that, but Sebastian didn’t say it, and Sophia didn’t press him on it. Whatever the dark look was in his eyes, she wanted to simply make it vanish. 

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you too,” Sebastian replied. “Whatever else has happened, thinking about you has gotten me through it. I tried so hard to get to you.”

Sophia stepped back, looking at him. It was hard to believe that Sebastian was really there with her; was really hers again. She’d fought for him. She’d invaded a kingdom for him, and now here he was. 

“I’m never going to let you go again,” Sebastian promised. “I’m going to be there by your side, whatever happens.”

Sophia took his hand in hers. She’d needed to hear that more than she knew. More than that, she would need him by her side in the days to come, because conquering this kingdom was one thing, but she suspected that ruling it would be far more tricky.

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

Kate made her way through the palace, dragging Angelica with her. The noblewoman didn’t resist, perhaps because she’d guessed all the things that Kate might do if Angelica gave her any kind of excuse. The palace was almost as quiet, and probably for many of the same reasons: the presence of the army imposed a kind of order on it, even as it made it impossible for the normal business of the day to continue. 

“This way,” Kate said, sensing her sister’s presence ahead.

“The great hall,” Angelica said beside her. “What a perfect spot for a usurper. I wonder, will she be a tyrant too?”

“Be quiet,” Kate snapped, pulling Angelica into a room that looked large enough that they could have used it for a drill square if they’d wanted to. There were probably enough soldiers in there for that, but there were also plenty of others: nobles, servants, people who looked like merchants or messengers. 

Sophia sat at the heart of it all on a throne, with Sebastian beside her. Lucas was a little way away, and so were their cousins, who all seemed to have come through the battle in one piece, save for a wound on Ulf’s temple that he had a cloth pressed to, and a bandage wrapped around Hans’s leg.

“Sophia,” Kate called out, and the crowds parted for her, making room as Kate came through them. “I caught her.”

Sophia smiled at that. “I knew you would.”

“So what now?” Angelica demanded beside Kate. “Are you going to butcher me in front of everyone to prove your cruelty? Are you going to have that cat of yours eat me?”

Sophia shrugged. Kate hadn’t expected that. She’d expected her sister to already be there, ready to drive a knife into her enemy. But maybe Kate was just thinking of what she would do.

“Believe it or not, Angelica,” Sophia said, “you’re not my biggest concern right now. Frig, Ulf, can you make sure that the former queen doesn’t go anywhere? I’ll get around to her when I’ve dealt with more important things.”

Kate could feel Angelica fuming at that, but it wasn’t exactly as if she could fight as the twins pulled her to one side. She suspected that was part of the point, a small revenge on Sophia’s part.

“What’s more important than seeing her dead?” Kate asked.

“Practically everything,” Sophia said. “There are a thousand and one things to deal with now that the battle’s done. You, for one thing.”

“Me?” Kate said with a frown.

“We put together an invasion force,” Sophia said, “but now I need someone who can organize a real army and run it for me. There’s no one I trust to do that more than you, Kate. I want to make you the Commander of the Royal Army.”

“Me?” Kate said, pausing in shock, certain it had to be some kind of joke. “But I’m—”

“You’re the best soldier I know,” Sophia said, “and we both know you’d be wonderful at it.”

 Kate shook her head. “There are other people who deserve it more. Hans is a commander. Lord Cranston…”

“They both agree with me that you should be the one to do this,” Sophia said with a smile. “I haven’t forgotten all the things you’ve done to get us here, Kate. Just say yes.”

“Yes,” Kate said, not knowing what else to say. “But… before I have to jump into all of the things that need doing here, before I actually have to be the commander, can I go take care of a couple of things? I… I’ll need some men.”

“What kind of things?” Sophia asked.

Kate let her see, sending the thoughts of everything she needed to do across to her sister. 

“There are things I haven’t forgotten either.”

 

***

 

Kate made her way out into Ashton from the palace, walking down through streets that were almost as crowded as they might have been on a market day. It seemed that people were coming out into the streets to see what was happening. They stared at Kate as she passed, but Kate couldn’t sense any hatred there, or anger, or desire to defend the regime that had pushed them down for so long. They were simply waiting to see what Kate and her sister would do. What they stood for.

Well, Kate would show them that.

She made her way down toward the temple of the Masked Goddess, taking a breath before she stepped inside, as if the very air within might be against her. Inside, she wasn’t surprised to find it thronging, a masked priestess standing at the pulpit, delivering a sermon to an assembled group that mostly seemed to consist of other priestesses and nuns at the center, with nobles and ordinary people spread out around them in a broad ring. Kate could make out a cluster of watchmen in one corner, a group of the temple’s hunters in another. There were even a couple of men whose thoughts showed that they were slavers, standing there openly as if they didn’t care how things had changed in the city.

“And what has happened to our city today?” the priestess demanded, mid-sermon. “I’ll tell you what has happened: it has been taken by the very forces that our goddess seeks to contain. By those who have yielded to the evils of magic. By witches and those who support them!”

Kate heard a murmur of support rumble around the room. 

“We have given our city over to those who would return our country to the days when magic ran wild, and there was no order in the world,” the priestess continued. “To people who would free the Indentured with no thought for what they still owe! Who would undermine our good work, and upset the delicate peace that has held since the end of the Civil Wars!”

Another noise of approval went around the room. Kate stalked forward.

“Maybe some things need upsetting,” she said, raising her voice. People looked around at her then. Perhaps some even recognized who she was, but she wanted to make sure. “My name is Kate Danse. My sister is now the queen.”

She moved all the way to the front of the temple, the eyes of everyone there upon her. 

“All my life,” she said, “people like you have told me that I was evil, just for existing. People like you have told me that I should be grateful for being given a home where I was beaten and neglected, then due to be indentured to pay for the privilege. People like you joined in on the night men came to murder my family, or you stood by while many other families were murdered. You’re worried that my sister is here to change things? You should be.”

“Witch!” the priestess said, pointing at her.

Kate pointed back. “How many people have you condemned with that word? How many people have burned for it, or hanged, or been sold? How much blood do you have on your hands?”

“I am clean in the sight of the goddess,” the priestess insisted. She gestured to the others there. “Friends! We have an opportunity. If we take this wretch, people will see that they can fight back. They will rise up with us. They will overthrow the invader who threatens us all. Grab her!”

The watchmen and the hunters started forward, moving toward Kate as one.

Kate laughed at that. “You didn’t think I came here alone, did you?”

She clapped her hands, and soldiers stepped out of the shadows they’d crept into while she’d been talking, holding crossbows and pistols. They surrounded the people there, and a part of Kate wanted to give them the order to fire, just to make the world a slightly better place. But that wasn’t the kingdom they were building, and she knew that Sophia wouldn’t want it.

“Take them into custody,” Kate said. She looked over to the priestess. “While we’re talking here, men are going around to every watch house where they dragged back the Indentured, every slaver’s mansion, every house that holds orphans to sell them. Everyone who has had a part in it, every single one, will know what it’s like to be the one in chains for a change, and you had better pray to your goddess that my sister doesn’t remember everything that you did to her as well as I do.”

Kate turned, ignoring their protests, and stalked from the church. She still had one more stop to make—a happier one.

 

***

 

Kate walked through Ashton almost in the opposite direction from the one she’d come in with the invasion, going from the center to the edges, past the squads of men clearing bodies from the streets, past the city walls with fresh musket scars to add to their old ones. She knew the route she was walking by heart. After all, she was heading for the one place in the city that she’d ever had a chance to call a real home. 

The forge was not lit when she arrived, no smoke coming from the chimney there, and that made Kate pause, hoping that everything was all right, fearing that it might not be and that some act of violence might have kept Thomas from it in spite of the care with which Ishjemme’s troops had moved through the outskirts. Then she saw the horse with the colors of Lord Cranston’s men on it outside and she smiled, hurrying forward to pound on the door.

Thomas opened it, as large and as hearty as Kate remembered. He didn’t hesitate, but drew Kate into a hug that all but crushed her.

“I knew you would come back eventually,” he said, and Kate could hear the happiness in his voice. “Though I guess it’s not to apprentice with me again?”

Kate shook her head with a smile. “I have another job now.”

“Commanding an army no less,” Thomas said. “Come in, Kate. Winifred is making roast duck.”

Both Thomas’s wife and Will were within, the smell of cooking food delightful. To Kate’s surprise, Winifred came over and hugged her just as her husband had. Will’s mother had always been the one most cautious about her presence in the forge.

“It’s good to see you safe,” she said. “When you left and didn’t come back, I feared that something would happen to you. Come, sit down. Tell us everything that has happened with you.”

“I wouldn’t know where to start,” Kate said.

“How about you start with the part where you went off to war and didn’t come back?” Thomas suggested. “And sit down while you do it. You must be famished.”

Kate did it, and she had to admit that there was something simple about telling the story of how she’d fought alongside Lord Cranston’s men, then had to abandon them. How she’d fought to be free of Siobhan, and how she’d traveled to find the truth about herself.

“And now you’ve come back here,” Thomas said. “Home.”

“Home,” Kate agreed, because the forge was the one place that had felt like it outside of Ishjemme. “I wanted to come back and thank you for all you did for me.”

“There’s no need for thanks,” Thomas said. “You’re our family, if there’s still room for us alongside the royalty of your real one.”

“Always,” Kate promised, taking out a pouch from within her tunic. “And I have a gift, too. It’s not much, we still haven’t gotten the royal treasury open, but I wanted to bring something.”

She thought of the time she and Will had come back with their pay from Lord Cranston’s company. There was far more gold this time, but she wanted that memory again.

“And, since I’m now to be in charge of my sister’s army, it occurs to me that I’ll need someone who knows about weapons overseeing their supply,” Kate said. “It would be a big job, but once we get the treasury open… there will be enough work to make sure that you’re never poor again.”

Thomas stared at her, the generosity of the offer seeming to hit him.

“Will you do it, Thomas?” Kate said. 

“Of course I will,” Thomas assured her. He smiled. “I’ll probably need to take on an apprentice.” 

“Enough talk about war,” Winifred said. “Let’s focus on happier things for a while. Will says that you’ve found yourself a brother you didn’t know you had.”

“That’s Lucas,” Kate said. “And it’s hard not to mention fighting if we’re talking about him, since I first met him in the middle of a battlefield.”

Winifred smiled at that. “Well, I suppose that’s an exception.”

“Things will get better though,” Kate promised. “Sophia will see to that now that she’s queen.”

“And so will you, I’m sure,” Winifred said.

Kate hoped so. 

“Now, are you going to be staying here the night? I’ll make up a bed in the forge for you.”

Kate shook her head. “I wish I could, but I can’t abandon Sophia like that so soon after everything. I have to head back to the palace.”

“And I should go with you,” Will said. “That is, I’d like to… if you want? I mean, I have something to ask you.”

Kate smiled at his clumsiness. “I’d love to.”

She thought of all the things that they might do on the way, all the corners she might find in which to hide and kiss him, and her smile widened even more.

 

 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

Will thought he’d been frightened before the battle. Now, though, as he and Kate walked back through Ashton, he felt more nervous than he ever had. The worst that could have happened in the battle was dying. The worst that might happen here… and the best…

“Your hands are shaking,” Kate said, as she took his in hers. 

“Everyone shakes after a battle,” Will said with a smile. He didn’t feel ready to tell her the real reason for his nerves. He wanted the moment to be perfect. 

“I guess so,” Kate said, although it sounded as though she didn’t entirely believe him. Another worrying thought came to Will then: what if Kate read what he was planning in his thoughts? That would ruin the moment completely.

“It’s strange,” Will said, thinking quickly. “Ashton still looks the same.”

“What should it look like?” Kate asked.

“I don’t know,” Will admitted. “A ruin, maybe? No, that’s not right. I knew we were never going to raze it.”

“Sophia would never do that,” Kate said, in a tone that suggested maybe she might have liked to. “But I know what you mean. After all this, it feels like everything should be different.”

 “But the city looks the same,” Will said, with a nod. Kate always seemed to understand what he meant. It was just one of the reasons he loved her.

“We’ll make things different, though,” Kate said. “We’ll make it so that people like us aren’t pushed down all the time. We’ll make it so that people don’t have to be scared.”

“Do you think we can?” Will asked.

Kate nodded. “I think… Siobhan, the woman of the fountain, used to talk about possibilities, and seeing what might happen. She made it sound like some game where she was moving the pieces.”

“It sounds scary,” Will said. He didn’t exactly like the idea of someone pulling the strings of his life like a puppeteer.

“It is, but there’s a good side to it as well,” Kate said. “It means that what we do, the things we choose, matter to one another if nothing else.”

“What you do will always matter to me,” Will assured her.

Kate smiled at that. “Even if I’m likely to run right into the middle of a battle?”

“Especially then,” Will assured her. He moved in carefully, kissing her almost tentatively. There was no battle going on to distract them now, no prospect of Lord Cranston appearing to tell them not to. Even so, he wanted to be careful, because he didn’t want to risk pushing Kate away.

Afterward, Kate stood there smiling at him, and for that moment the world just seemed to contain the two of them. It seemed impossible to Will that they could be here like this, after everything that had happened around them. It hadn’t been so long ago that he’d been a young recruit, going off to join Lord Cranston’s regiment, then coming home to find that a strange girl had shown up to be his father’s apprentice.

“What are you thinking about?” Kate asked.

“I’d have thought you’d know,” Will said. 

Kate shook her head. “Your thoughts are yours,” she said, then grinned. “Besides, I might find you thinking about some other girl, and then I’d have to challenge her to a duel or something.”

Will laughed at that, although he could imagine Kate doing it all too easily, and almost certainly winning. She’d come a long way from the day on the training ground when she hadn’t been able to fend off even new recruits.

“I’m just thinking about how far we’ve come from where we started,” Will said. “You, particularly. When I first met you, you were this wild runaway who wanted to fight. Then you were the fountain witch’s apprentice. Then you turned out to be the daughter of royalty, and now you’re commander of the royal armies.”

“It’s not that impressive,” Kate said as they both continued their way along the cobbled streets. “It isn’t as though the kingdom has had much of a standing army since the civil wars.”

“Don’t put yourself down,” Will said. “Besides, I guess that will change now that you’re in charge. You’ll walk into the Assembly of Nobles and demand that they give you enough soldiers to fight with, and—”

“Do you want to spend the whole walk back to the palace discussing all those withered up old lords?” Kate asked. “Or do you want to kiss me again?”

“The second one,” Will said.

Kate took his hand. “Good choice.”

This kiss was hungrier than the first one had been, wilder, probably because Kate was the one who made the first move. It was strange sometimes to think that she was a princess, given how little she fit what everyone expected of one, yet they were on their way back to Ashton’s palace, and her sister was the kingdom’s new queen…

“This way,” Kate said, pulling Will off the main street, into a corner hidden by a stack of crates.

“Kate, what are you doing?” Will asked.

“I figure that when I get back to the palace, Sophia will want me to get on with all kinds of work, and we can’t very well go back to your parents’ house and start kissing in front of them, so here’s what we have, Will.”

Kate pulled him to her, and Will found himself responding automatically, kissing her back. It just felt so right to be here like this with Kate. She was a creature of the outdoors, and the city, who…

…except she wasn’t, was she? Will had thought it only a minute ago. Kate might not act much like a princess, but she was one. She was the sister of the kingdom’s new ruler, from a family so noble that they would probably never even have met someone like him unless he was there to fight for them or deliver his father’s weaponry. 

Will wasn’t sure what being a princess meant, but he suspected it didn’t mean being with the likes of him. He pushed away from Kate, ignoring her brief protest.

“Will, what are you doing?” she demanded.

“We shouldn’t do this,” he said. “We can’t do this.”

“There’s no one around to see us,” Kate said, putting a hand over Will’s now thrumming heart. “Trust me, I’d know if there were.”

“I know that,” Will said. “But that’s not the point.”

Kate frowned. “Well, we could wait until we’re back at the palace if you like, and I bet they have really comfy beds, but—”

“That’s not what I mean, Kate,” Will said. “What I mean is that someone like you and someone like me… it will never work. We shouldn’t be together.”

He stood there, half expecting Kate to hit him.

“But I thought… I thought you liked me.”

“I love you,” Will said, and that was why he had to do this. “But look at me, Kate, and look at you.”

That didn’t clarify things as much as Will had hoped.

“I am looking at you,” Kate said. “And I know that I want you. Or is it just that you’ve realized a former indentured girl isn’t what you want?”

“You think that you’re not good enough for me?” Will said with a note of surprise. How could Kate ever think that? She was the most amazing person he’d ever met. There was no one in the world good enough for her. Certainly not the likes of him. “I’m the one who’s not good enough for you.”

“And who told you that?” Kate demanded, in a tone that suggested that, whoever it was, they were probably in for a fight. 

“No one told me that,” Will said. “It just… it’s obvious, isn’t it?”

Kate did punch him then, hard, on the arm.

“What was that for?” Will demanded.

“For being an idiot, and for making me think that you didn’t care about me,” Kate retorted.

“Of course I care about you,” Will said. “But it’s not about that for princesses, is it? They can’t go around being seen with commoners, can they?”

“This one can,” Kate insisted.

“You say that now,” Will said, “but what about when nobles start telling you what to do?”

“I’m getting really tempted to punch you again,” Kate said.

“They’ll probably make you marry some far off prince to secure an alliance or something,” Will said. “Not… well, not me.”

“Don’t be an idiot, Will,” Kate said. “Sophia would never try to get me to marry anyone I didn’t want to, and the idea that someone could make me is…” She paused, apparently replaying something in her head. “Wait, you said you had something to ask me before. Were you going to ask me to marry you?”

Will froze, realizing what he’d just said. He looked at his feet. “Well… um, I thought that maybe now you’d taken Ashton, and all the stuff with the witch was done…”

“Were you going to ask me to marry you, Will?” Kate demanded.

“Um… yes,” Will admitted. “I thought it might be romantic, walking together like this, and I was going to get down on my knee and… I’m messing this up completely, aren’t I?”

“Just a bit,” Kate said, with only a hint of a smile this time. Will couldn’t blame her. He’d gone too far. He turned back toward home.

“I… I should…”

“Well, get on with it,” Kate said.

Will turned back to her. “I’m sorry?”

“Proposing. Get on with proposing.”

That caught Will a little by surprise. More than a little, in fact. He’d barely been able to believe before that Kate might want him, and after he’d messed things up like this…

“I’m still waiting,” Kate said.

“Um… Kate, will you—”

“I thought you said you were going to do it on your knee,” Kate interrupted. “If you’re going to make me think that you’re leaving me, the least you can do is do this properly.”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” Will guessed.

Kate shrugged. “Maybe a bit.”

Will went down on one knee. He would do far more than that for Kate.

“Kate,” he said. “I love you more than anyone else in this world. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

Kate stood there, and stood there…

“Kate?” Will said.

She grinned, and Will knew that she was doing it deliberately. “I don’t know about being your wife, but you can be my husband, if you want.”

“You’ll marry me?” Will said.

“I’ll marry you.”

Will whooped for joy, the sound coming up almost out of nowhere. It was shockingly loud against the backdrop of the city. Loud enough, in fact, that a window opened above, and a woman leaned out, a chamber pot in her hands.

“Keep the noise down out there!” she yelled. “Unless you want this over you! Who do you think you are, shouting like that?”

Kate piped up. “I’m a princess, and this is Will, who’s a smith’s son. And he is every bit good enough to be my fiancé!”

The two of them dodged as the woman tipped the chamber pot down onto them, then set off together arm in arm toward the palace, still laughing.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

Angelica resented having to wait at one side of the court almost as much as she hated being a prisoner at all. This was not the way the world was meant to work. She was supposed to be the one sitting on the throne, with people coming to her, seeking aid, declaring loyalty. It wasn’t meant to be Sophia.

She was the one who was supposed to have Sebastian standing by her side.

Instead, he stood there next to Sophia, both of them still breathing in spite of Angelica’s best efforts. She saw the way they smiled across at one another whenever there was a space to do it, perfectly happy, perfectly content with one another in the moments before another supplicant came forward.

Angelica had to wonder just how stupid they were to feel like that. People always found a way to disappoint you. They always betrayed you.

“Bring forward Milady d’Angelica,” Sophia said.

Angelica didn’t bother waiting for a soldier to drag her forward, because that would have made it look as though she was afraid. Instead, she stepped out proudly, refusing to let the rags and dirt of her disguise hide the fact that she was better than any of the others there. She had been threatened by the Dowager, had faced down Rupert at his worst. What was Sophia compared to that?

“I am the crowned ruler of this country,” Angelica said, in a clear voice, so it would carry to all the others in the room, “and you have usurped my throne by invasion.”

The words weren’t meant for Sophia, but for all the people around her. She wanted everyone listening to remember that the woman currently sitting on the throne had no right to do so.

“I’ve every right, Angelica,” Sophia said.

“That’s it, witch!” Angelica shot back. “Delve into my thoughts. Invade them the way you’ve invaded our city.”

What would it take, she wondered, to turn people against Sophia? How many words? How many small lies stacked together? What would it take to make people see this as an invasion by some foreign-backed witch?

“It’s time to stop, Angelica,” Sophia said, in a tone of voice so reasonable that it only made Angelica’s anger rise. “It’s over.”

“Over?” Angelica said. “And yet you’re standing beside a man who murdered his mother. Do you know what Sebastian is?”

“Better than you ever could,” Sophia assured her, her arms resting on the gilded sides of the throne she occupied. 

“He was caught near the Dowager’s rooms, practically standing over her body!” Angelica tried. 

Sophia shook her head. “This isn’t going to work, Angelica. I know that Sebastian didn’t do what you’re accusing him of. Rupert did.”

Angelica tried to stop the thoughts that would admit it from rising, but they were there whether she wanted them or not. 

“What role did you play in it?” Sophia asked her. “What has your role been in all of this? In the war, in the deaths?”

Angelica looked around the assembled faces, preparing for what seemed as though it might be her greatest performance. It would also be her final one if she didn’t judge it right.

“I am as much a victim here as anyone,” she said. “All I ever sought was what a woman of my station was supposed to seek: a good marriage to improve my family’s fortunes. Yet through the Dowager’s sons, I have found myself caught up in events I never wanted to be a part of.”

She glared in Sebastian’s direction. 

“You were supposed to be mine, but you picked the wrong girl. Then, when you were supposed to marry me, you ran, not once, but twice. Your mother sent me after you the first time, then tried to have me killed the second, tried to have me murdered because of what you did. The only way to survive it all was to ally with your brother, and shall I tell you about all the things he did? No, you probably wouldn’t want to hear them. You know he murdered his mother and locked you away. That wasn’t the worst of it, and you’d have seen it if you hadn’t spent your life blinded to him. I found myself shackled to a monster, then made queen just in time to have to try to defend my lands from a bunch of invaders who would probably rip apart everything in the kingdom.”

She stood there, letting her anger cool for a moment or two. It wasn’t the whole story, of course, but the beautiful thing about it was that it was some of it. Sophia was looking at her levelly. What was almost as disconcerting was that the forest cat by her side was looking at her with an intensity that suggested it would like to devour her. 

“It’s an interesting story, Angelica,” Sophia said. “Shall I tell you my version of it?”

Angelica doubted someone like her could ever have anything interesting to say.

“Oh, you’ll find this very interesting,” Sophia said, reminding Angelica once more that her thoughts were not her own. “You see, I was there when you were just trying to get a suitable marriage, as you put it. How did you do that? By trying to drug Sebastian.”

“You pretended to be someone you weren’t,” Angelica shot back.

“Whereas you were determined to remind people of just who you were,” Sophia said. “You treated people consistently badly, so is it any wonder that Sebastian wouldn’t want to marry you? Then there’s the murder of the Dowager.”

“Rupert did that,” Angelica said, not ashamed to throw Rupert into harm’s way if it would help her cause even a little. 

“I’m sure he did,” Sophia said. “I know what he was as well as you do, but exactly how much did you do to push him into his mother’s murder? Be honest. If you want to live, tell the truth for once in your life.”

Angelica looked at her and suspected that she actually meant it. There was a sense of hardness in Sophia’s expression that she hadn’t expected from her. Angelica only thought for a moment longer before she answered. 

“She humiliated me,” Angelica snapped. “She tried to kill me. She deserved it.”

“And when an assassin came for me in Ishjemme?” Sophia demanded.

“The Dowager made it clear that you needed to die, or I would,” Angelica said. “Why would I choose the woman Sebastian chose over myself? Besides, I wanted to make sure you weren’t coming back.”

“It doesn’t seem to have worked,” Sophia said with a faint smile. “What about Rupert? Do you deny that you killed him for the throne?”

“I killed him because he would have killed me soon enough if I hadn’t,” Angelica said. “Do you think I regret poisoning him?”

“Do you regret any of it?” Sophia asked. “Was it you who had my uncle killed?”

“That was war,” Angelica said. “I could kill him or I could watch my city fall. I have no doubt that you’ll take your revenge soon enough.”

She stood there, staring around at them, silently daring them to meet her gaze. 

“You’re talking about the people I’ve killed, the things I’ve done,” she said, “but how many people have died in your war? This invasion, how many people have been slaughtered in it just so you could sit on that throne? I killed a few. You’ve killed hundreds, thousands!”

She stood defiant in front of them. It wasn’t that she had any particular plan to survive this, because what kind of ruler ever let her rivals live? If the positions had been reversed, Sophia would already have been dead, or at least begging for death. No, Angelica knew that there was no real way out of this through begging or trying to run. The best she could hope for was to show the new queen for what she was: a tyrant who’d taken the throne by force. 

“Is that what you think of me?” Sophia asked. “That I’m some bloody-handed tyrant?”

“You aren’t sitting on that throne because anyone wanted you there,” Angelica said. “You have it because you came in with an army to take it.”

Sophia shook her head. She was quiet for several seconds. “I have it because of you, Angelica. You and Rupert. If you hadn’t locked Sebastian away, I would have stayed in Ishjemme. If you’d left us alone, if you’d let us be happy, none of this would have happened. You could have played at being queen, instead of losing your city to an army.”

Angelica didn’t believe that. Sooner or later, they would have come. Sophia would have seen the opportunity to take power.

“Believe what you want,” Sophia said. “It’s still the truth. Not everyone is you, Angelica.”

Angelica smiled tightly at that. “Aren’t you?” she asked, gesturing to the others there. “Is there anyone in this room who wouldn’t take power, given the chance?” She shook her head. “Execute me if you must, but don’t lie to me. I’m sure the Assembly of Nobles will look on your actions and note what kind of queen they’ve gained.”

“Who said anything about executing you?” Sophia asked, and the words were as much of a shock as if she’d walked down from her throne and slapped Angelica. 

“What?” Angelica said. “But you… you’re the queen now, and I’m your rival.”

“You sound as though you want to be executed,” Sophia said. “Maybe you do. Maybe you think that the best you can be now is a martyr to the cause of… well, that’s the problem with that idea, isn’t it, Angelica? You’ve never really thought about anyone but yourself, but I forgive you for that.”

“You forgive me?” Angelica said. Here, now, like this, it was practically an insult. It was a way of saying that Angelica could do no more harm in the world. It was a way of saying that she didn’t matter.

“I forgive you,” Sophia repeated. “You’re right in one way: I have killed a lot of people today with this invasion. Too many to want to see more deaths; even yours. So you won’t be executed.”

For a brief moment around her, Angelica heard uproar as voices protested. Sebastian’s was one of the loudest.

“You’re going to let her live, after all she’s done?” he demanded. “Sophia, she had your uncle killed. She poisoned my brother, and she’s responsible for my mother’s death. She—”

“I know, Sebastian,” Sophia said. “But it isn’t our friends who need forgiveness; it’s our enemies. There has been enough war for one day. For a lifetime. Let Angelica go back to her family. Who knows, maybe they’ll be grateful for it.”

Oh, was that her plan? Angelica understood now. Send her back to her family unharmed, and hope that they wouldn’t stand against the new ruler. Show the nobles that the changed regime could be reasonable. 

“Or maybe I’m just a better person than you,” Sophia suggested, answering Angelica’s unspoken thoughts once again. “Believe me, you don’t want to pick at this. After all you’ve done, this is not an easy thing for me to do. But I am. I’ve seen what happens with reigns that start in blood. I’m going to try for a different kind.”

Angelica could barely believe it was happening. They were letting her go? All of this, and they were letting her walk out of there? It was a foolish move, and one Angelica would never have made. She knew better than anyone that the only way an enemy stopped being able to hurt you was to kill them. 

She looked over at Sophia and Sebastian. They would die. Not today, but they would, and when they did, she would have her throne back. She would see to it. 


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

Sebastian stood there in the wake of Sophia’s announcement, barely able to believe what he’d heard.

“After everything she’s done, you’re going to let her go?” he asked, looking down at Angelica.

Sophia nodded. “It has to end somewhere. Guards, take Milady d’Angelica to collect her things, escort her to the stables, and send her on her way.”

“No,” Sebastian said. He swallowed. “I mean… I’ll do it. If Angelica is leaving, then there are things I want to say.”

Sophia hesitated only a moment before she nodded her assent. Sebastian guessed she was thinking of everything that had been between him and Angelica. He put a hand on her shoulder.

“You don’t need to worry,” he said. “I just want to see for myself that she’s gone.”

He leaned down to kiss Sophia.

“Hurry back,” she said.

Sebastian went down to Angelica, taking her arm then, not gently. 

“Come on,” he said, leading her from the hall. “Get moving.”

“What’s wrong, Sebastian?” Angelica said as she started to walk beside him. “Not happy to see me going?”

Sebastian didn’t answer as they set off along the corridors of the castle, heading in the direction of the royal rooms Angelica had claimed as her own. The silence between them felt like a wall he didn’t want to climb over. 

Angelica, it seemed, had other ideas. “So good of Sophia to let me go, don’t you think? So kind. So naïve.”

 “Careful, Angelica,” Sebastian said. The truth was that he couldn’t understand why Sophia would let a snake like Angelica go after all she’d done. After what she’d made him do…

No, he wouldn’t think about Rupert; wouldn’t think about the feel of the sword sliding into his chest in that last instant. Wouldn’t think about the way Angelica had turned him into a murderer.

“Oh, I think the time for being careful is long past, don’t you?” Angelica said. They were near the royal rooms now. “If we’re not to see one another again, we should say the things we want to say, do the things we want to do. That’s why you decided to escort me, isn’t it, Sebastian?”

“And what if what I want to do is to strangle the life from you for everything you’ve done?” Sebastian demanded.

Angelica smiled back at him. “That’s more your brother’s amusement than yours. Besides, Sophia has said that I shall be allowed to go, and I don’t think you’ll disappoint her by going against that.”

Angelica had a point. Sophia had said that she would be safe, and Sebastian didn’t want to go against one of her first orders as queen. Or rather, he wanted to, but he couldn’t… he mustn’t…

They reached the doors to the royal chambers and went inside. There, servants and guards were lifting out a body wrapped in a sheet.

“The serving girl you murdered to try to escape,” Sebastian said. “Did you even know her name?”

Angelica shrugged. She actually shrugged. “She existed to serve, and she did, even in death. Why would I need to know her name?”

She sounded as if she was enjoying taunting him. Probably she was. Sebastian had always known that Angelica had cruelty within her. It was just that, for a brief time, he’d thought that there was kindness too.

He cut her hands free and pushed her in the direction of a chest of clothes. 

“Go and change, if you’re going to,” he said.

“In front of everyone?” Angelica asked with a faint smile. “I think you’re more of a gentleman than that, Sebastian.”

Sebastian swallowed back his annoyance and gestured for the others to leave. Angelica stared at him, her head cocked to one side.

“Don’t expect me to leave,” Sebastian said. “You’ll run as soon as I’m gone.”

“When I’m to be let go anyway?” Angelica said. She shrugged, then stepped behind a screen. “I think perhaps you’re just looking for an excuse to stay, Sebastian.”

Now he knew she was taunting him. 

“I find myself wondering why you insisted on escorting me,” Angelica said from behind the screen. “Is it because you have things to say to me, or is it because you’ve realized that this is your last chance to be alone with me?”

“You think I’ve done this as an excuse to take you to bed?” Sebastian said with a laugh. “I turned you down when it would save my life!”

“I find that men’s desires are often different when they realize what they are about to lose,” Angelica said. “Are you going to tell me that you aren’t… curious?”

“The only thing I’m wondering about is what I ever saw in you,” Sebastian said.

“Then let me show you,” Angelica replied.

She stepped out from behind the screen, dressed in the kind of finery that even she would normally have reserved for a formal ball. Her dress shone, and she’d even found a moment to wash the soot out of her hair. It was a costume as much as a set of clothes, but Sebastian also saw it for the armor it was, there to keep out the world, there to disguise Angelica and hide the harshness inside.

It seemed to him that she’d built herself up again, returned to what she had been. If there’d been any doubt in Sebastian’s mind that she would never change, it was gone now.

She stepped close to him, her lips slightly parted. Almost automatically, Sebastian caught hold of her wrists, certain that there would be a knife in one hand or the other.

“You can keep me like that, if it makes you feel stronger,” Angelica said. “Rupert did.”

Sebastian pushed her back. 

“Do you know about what happened to Rupert after you poisoned him?” he demanded.

“He died,” Angelica replied. “Let’s not pretend it was something to be sorry about. He was a mad dog who needed to be put down. You should know that better than anyone.”

“He was my brother,” Sebastian said.

“Which means you’ve seen more of the things he’s done than anyone else,” Angelica replied. “A nice, clean death from poison is a lot better than anything he would have done to me in the long term.”

Sebastian shook his head. “Clean? Clean? Rupert didn’t die from the poison. It just… destroyed him, made it so there was nothing left of him. I had to…”

Angelica was quiet for several seconds. For a moment or two, it looked as though she might actually comfort Sebastian, and he didn’t know what he would do if she did that. Instead, she smiled. 

“Does it hurt, Sebastian?” she asked. “Does it hurt that you’ve had to become the kind of killer you never wanted to be?”

Sebastian stood there, his hands clenched into fists against his anger. “Yes, it hurts.”

“I wonder, does it hurt even more knowing everything that I’m going to do next?” Angelica asked. “Your beautiful, empty-headed Sophia has commanded you to let me go, and you’re going to have to do that, because you love her, and you’re so dutiful. At the same time, you know that I’m going to be back. I’m going to enjoy knowing that every day from now on, you’re going to be waiting for the moment when I slip a knife into her. You’re going to have your child’s food tasted for poison. You’re going to see enemies in every shadow.”

“You’re right,” Sebastian said. “Sophia has commanded that you be let go.”

She was right too that both love and duty demanded that he do it. Sophia was the queen now, and to go against her instructions would be to undermine her newfound authority. Angelica’s family was powerful, too, and they couldn’t afford to antagonize them. All of that was true…

…and none of it mattered.

“Guards!” Sebastian called out. The doors to the royal chambers opened, and a pair of soldiers came in.

“Not going to finish escorting me yourself?” Angelica asked.

“Not for this part,” Sebastian said. He looked over to the guards. “There is a courtyard on the south side of the palace where Angelica had a headsman’s block set up for my death. Escort her there, and execute her as cleanly as you can.”

“What?” Angelica said, shock etched on her features. “But you can’t!”

“Sophia has forgiven you,” Sebastian said, “but I haven’t. You have had a hand in the deaths of my mother and my brother. You have tried to kill me, Sophia, and my unborn child. Every moment that you live, you’re a threat to my family. I will not let you live.”

“You can’t do this!” Angelica insisted. “If you kill me, my family will descend on this city and tear it apart. The Assembly of Nobles—”

“Will recognize a traitor when it hears about one,” Sebastian said. “But you’re right, Angelica. It might be that you are so popular that you can’t be killed. That you have so many friends that doing it would make things too hard. So I’ll give you a chance. These guards will escort you to your place of execution. If, on the way, so much as one person asks for your release, they will let you go. One noble, one servant, one friend. If there’s anyone in this palace you haven’t treated cruelly who wants to see you live, you get to go free.”

He signaled, and the guards moved forward to grab her arms. He stepped forward, brushing his lips against her forehead.

“Goodbye, Angelica. I won’t be seeing you again.”

He turned and left while Angelica screamed and fought, brushing a tear from his eye. Angelica didn’t deserve his tears. Instead, he kept walking, back toward the throne room, back toward the person in his life who was worth a thousand of Angelica and more.

Sophia was still there, in the middle of a growing crowd of people who probably all had questions about what would happen next. Sebastian smiled at the sight of her, hiding away all thoughts of Angelica. Sophia wouldn’t approve of what he’d just done, but it was one revenge he couldn’t let go.

To his surprise as he approached, there was also a second throne set beside hers.

“What’s this?” Sebastian asked, staring at it. It was practically the twin of the one Sophia sat on, set level with it on the dais that held the first.

Sophia smiled. “I had them bring it from one of the reception rooms. I didn’t feel right with you having to stand somewhere off to one side while I was here.”

“But you’re the queen, Sophia. I’m just—”

“You’ll be the king beside me,” Sophia said. “We’ll rule together, make decisions together, heal this country together. Who knows, maybe having your family and mine on thrones beside each other will start to pull some of the divisions back into one.”

It was a nice thought, although Sebastian suspected that what he’d just done had done at least as much to pull those strands apart again. He sat down beside Sophia, trying the throne out for size. He reached out his hand for hers, and she took it.

“So,” he said, “what do we do now?”

Sophia looked to him, then out across the crowd of people who had gathered there, with their questions and their problems, their worries and their hopes.

“We start ruling,” she said.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

Sophia should have felt overwhelmed, sitting there in the wake of the battle, the details of an entire kingdom suddenly there for her to manage. Instead, as she sat there looking out over the assembled crowd of nobles and servants, soldiers and officials, it felt natural. It felt right.

It helped that Sebastian was there to share it with her, sitting by her side on his own throne, safe and hers. It helped that the other people she loved were there in the room too, from her brother and sister, to the reassuring presence of Sienne beside her, to her cousins. Yet it wasn’t just that. For probably the first time in her life, Sophia felt as though she was doing what she was supposed to be doing. She felt like she had a purpose, like she fit.

“They’re waiting for you to announce what you want to do,” Sebastian whispered.

“About what?” Sophia said.

“About everything.”

Everything was a lot, even when Sophia felt that it was the right thing for her to do. She looked around, trying to decide where to start, reaching out with her talents to pick out the concerns and thoughts fluttering around the room like butterfly wings.

Will she kill me? I insulted her, but I wasn’t the worst of them, was I?

I knew I should never have been friends with Angelica.

Sophia picked them out: the young noblewomen who stood dotted around the room, looking as nervous as if she had a blade pressed to their throats. Maybe they felt that she did, in every sense but the physical.

“There are those in this room who have wronged me in the past,” she said. “Who mistreated me when I seemed to be an outsider among you. When I was ‘Sophia of Meinhalt’ there were plenty here who thought I had no business trying to marry your prince, and who tried to push me out.”

She shook her head with a rueful smile. 

“Now you think that I’m here for some kind of revenge on you. That I invaded a kingdom just so I could behave as badly towards you as you did to me. I’ll say it now: I’m not interested in revenge. I’m not the Dowager. I’m definitely not Rupert or Angelica. If you want my friendship, I will not let the past stand in the way.”

She practically heard the sigh of relief from around the room. “That friendship will be based on merit, though,” she went on. “You’ve seen what I can do. I will know who is only trying to use me for something. I will know who smiles to my face, while being cruel to those weaker than them. The way this court works is going to change.”

Some of them were probably more worried now. Some, the ones Sophia cared about, were probably relieved by it.

She looked out to find Lord Cranston next. “Is the city secure, my lord?”

He nodded. “It is. Things have become… surprisingly peaceful in Ashton. Those of the royal forces who could not run have surrendered. The people are on the streets, but they mostly seem to be waiting to see what is happening next. Frankly, I suspect that the usual violence of the city may actually have gone down a little.”

Sophia smiled at that thought. She imagined that it would return to usual soon enough. There were always people who didn’t have it in them to be peaceful.

“Lord Cranston, as you know, my sister is now commander of my armed forces,” she said. “It occurs to me that she will need experienced soldiers around her, and soldiers to command. Will you and your men join my armies permanently?”

“That depends,” Lord Cranston said with a smile. “What does it pay?”

“I’m sure Kate can discuss the details with you,” Sophia said. “In the meantime, I have a task for you. When I was a child, assassins came to my home and burned it. Assassins came to the homes of my parents’ supporters.”

“You want them found and killed?” Lord Cranston asked.

Sophia shook her head. “Imprisoned, not killed. I will not answer one slaughter with another, but I will not let mass murder go unpunished, either.”

“You are far more generous than I would be, your majesty,” Lord Cranston said, sweeping a bow, then heading for the door.

Sophia sought out Hans among the crowd. Her cousin had bandages wrapped around his side, suggesting a wound sustained in the battle. 

“Hans, you are organized and diligent. I need someone to watch the kingdom’s treasury. Will you do it?”

He nodded. “Although if you can persuade Oli to come over, he might be better.” 

“I think Oli would prefer to run the palace library, or start a school for all those who are abandoned and lost.”

“Forgive me, your majesty,” a woman in the robes of a priestess said, “but we have places for children like that.”

“The Houses of the Unclaimed?” Sophia said, and she couldn’t help a note of anger in her voice. She felt Sebastian’s hand reach out to cover hers, pulling her back to herself. “They are places of cruelty, that have nothing to do with love or care, and the practice of indenturing people to pay debts ends today. It is enslavement by another name, and I will not allow it.”

She sought out the spot where some of those from Stonehome stood. “For too long, we have had a land where those with power only have it because of the suffering of others. Where those who are different are blamed, because it is easier than looking at the things that really need to change. From this moment, the laws forbidding magic are rescinded. There will be no more burnings, no more killings.”

“So witches are free to go around doing what they wish?” an older man toward the back of the hall called out.

“They will be subject to the law, the same as anyone else,” Sophia said. “Use magic to kill, and you will be tried, just as if you had used a knife. Use it to control others, to hurt them, and you’ll be a criminal. If you just live your life, if you use it to help people, you will not be.”

She turned to Frig and Ulf, who were lounging by the wall, looking uncomfortable in the presence of so many people. 

“Cousins, I have a job for you if you’ll do it. My parents’ home, Monthys, lies abandoned far to the north. I want you to go there. Take builders and craftspeople. Make it beautiful again for me. Besides, I think the woods and the mountains there will suit you.”

“They will,” Ulf said.

The man who had spoken before stepped forward. “And is Monthys to be your seat of power now?”

He looked old enough to be someone’s grandfather, bent by age, the finery he wore well worn, looking as though it had been bought when he was a much younger, larger man.

“Forgive me,” Sophia said, “but who are you?”

“I am Lord Algernon Hawksmoor,” he said, looking over at her with a challenging expression. “I am a member of the Assembly of Nobles, and I am old enough not to care what you do to me if I speak out!”

“I wasn’t planning to do anything to you,” Sophia said. 

“Really?” Lord Hawksmoor said. “Not even if I say that you are a tyrant?”

Sophia found it hard not to laugh at that. 

“Why would you say that?” she asked.

The older man stood there defiantly. “Already, in this room, you have sought to change the laws of the kingdom by proclamation, without the assent of the Assembly of Nobles. You have come to the throne through violence. You have sought to have people arrested by your order, not according to the law. You have given key positions to members of your family. You have made it clear that you plan to have a standing army in your name, filled with foreigners and mercenaries. Now you are planning to rule from an estate days from the kingdom’s capital city. What else would you call yourself?”

“Sophia is no tyrant,” Sebastian said, beside Sophia.

“Forgive me, your highness,” the older man replied, “but I would like to hear what our new ruler has to say for herself. I’m sure that all of the nobles of the Assembly would.”

Sophia stood. “Then they shall hear me. Come with me, Lord Hawksmoor. Everybody, follow me.”

“Where are we going?” Sebastian asked, hurrying to follow her. 

“To the Assembly of Nobles,” Sophia said.

 

***

 

She walked through the noble district at the heart of a building crowd. It wasn’t just the people from the throne room now. As soon as Sophia stepped outside, there were onlookers waiting to catch a glimpse of her. She could see Sebastian, Lucas, Kate, and the others looking around as if waiting for an assassin to jump from those crowds, but Sophia could feel the mood of the people there. They weren’t going to hurt her.

“We’re going to the Assembly of Nobles,” she said to them. “Come with us. Be part of this.”

She led the way, Sienne padding along at her side, Lord Hawksmoor on her arm so that it wasn’t quite certain which of them was supporting the other. With every step, it seemed that more people joined their procession, until at last they stood outside the Assembly of Nobles. Sophia took a breath, and then stepped through the doors.

There were nobles within. It was obvious that some of them had gone there because there was nowhere else for them to go. They sat in the great chamber as if they could talk the invasion out of existence. Sophia went to the heart of it, not sitting on the throne there, not yet. Some of the nobles who had followed went up to their seats almost out of habit.

“My lords,” she said, “you know who I am. I am Sophia Danse, daughter of Alfred and Christina Danse, Lady of Monthys, and Regent of Ishjemme.”

She waited for it to sink in that she had not said that she was queen. 

“Lord Hawksmoor here has accused me of tyranny, and it is true that I could walk to that throne if I wished and claim it. I could put a crown on my own head. I could dissolve this assembly and rule by royal command. I have no wish to do that.”

“So you accept our authority?” Lord Hawksmoor demanded. “The arrangement made with the former rulers—”

“Is not my arrangement,” Sophia said. “Let me be clear: I have no wish for things to stay as they are, either. Some things will change. Indenture will end. The killing of those with magic will end. The Assembly of Nobles is a fine idea, because a ruler should not rule alone, but there should be more than just nobles in it. Ordinary people should have a say in their lives, not have to hope that their ‘betters’ see their problems. These things will happen, because I have just conquered Ashton, and I do not need to ask your permission for them.”

She let some of the hardness fall away from her voice once she’d said it.

“But I have no wish to break this kingdom apart. I do not want a reign founded on violence. You have no king and no queen right now. I have the strongest claim through my family. Sebastian has the only remaining claim through his. Let me be your queen. Let me marry Sebastian, and let us heal this kingdom. Will you give your assent, my lords?”

She looked around the chamber, and a chorus of ayes went up. She looked to Lord Hawksmoor.

“Aye,” he said.

Sophia looked past him then, to the people beyond. “And what about all of you?” she asked. “Will you have me for your queen?”

The cheer that came from them was almost enough to stagger her.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

As his ship slid along the fjords of Ishjemme, it was hard for Endi to judge what note to take with his approach. He had a flotilla of ships behind him, yet he had no wish to appear as a conqueror. He was returning from a war, yet this was no moment to appear to return as the triumphant hero, not with his father’s body aboard. He knew, more than anyone, how important appearances could be, and this moment mattered more than most.

“I want us to approach quietly,” he said in the end. “Signal to the watchers, but do no more than that. My father is dead. This is no time for a joyous approach.”

“Yes, my lord,” his ship’s captain replied.

They flowed along the length of the fjord, past the statues of former rulers and figures from legend. Once he returned, Endi would command that statues were raised to his father too. Lars Skyddar should be remembered. 

“I will be all that you were,” Endi whispered. “And more.”

His father had done so much for Ishjemme. Maybe remembering those parts would help the people to ignore how he had tried to give it away at the end of his life. Endi looked out at the statues of Lord Alfred and Lady Christina Danse. Maybe he would have those taken down too.

Although their approach was anything but triumphal, there was still a welcoming crowd waiting for them as they approached the docks. Endi smiled as he saw Rika there, his sister waving as they came in to welcome them. Endi waved back, then leapt down from the boat as soon as it was close enough to the docks to do it.

“Endi!” she said, hugging him tight. “You’re back! You’re safe. Is the battle over?”

Endi smiled at the warmth of his sister’s welcome, then remembered to keep his expression grim as he stepped back to hold her at arm’s length. It was a grim moment, because he knew how much what he had to say next would hurt her.

“It’s good to see you too, little sister, but the news is cruel today.” He raised his voice so that everyone there on the docks might hear it. “Our father… our father is dead, and we are betrayed!”

“Father is dead?” Rika asked, wide-eyed. “No, Endi, no, he can’t, he can’t.”

Endi held her close as the tears started to come. A part of him just wanted to comfort his sister. A part of him knew that it would look strong, as Ishjemme needed him to be.

“I’m sorry, Rika,” he said. “Come on, we’ll get you back to the castle, and I’ll explain everything.”

He walked her up through the city, its stands of trees and open spaces beautiful after the ugliness of Ashton. Behind them, Endi’s men followed in procession, carrying their father’s body atop a wooden frame, preserved as best they could manage at sea so that all of those there might see him.

“Is Oli still at the castle?” Endi asked as they got close.

Rika nodded. “He’s had so much to organize while you’ve been gone.” She looked back at their father’s body. “Oh… I don’t know how I can tell him…”

“It’s all right,” Endi promised. “I’ll take care of it. I’ll look after everything.”

When they reached the castle, Oli was there waiting for them, their studious brother looking hollow-eyed as though he’d spent most of the time since the invasion force left trying to run everything without giving up on any of his histories. Possibly he had. Endi saw Oli look past them, to where the men were carrying their father’s body, saw his brother’s fists clench as he tried to stay strong.

“We’ll do this in the main hall,” Endi said, not waiting for his brother to ask whatever questions he had. He gave a quiet nod to one of the men following him, and the man nodded back.

They went through to the main hall, where a scattering of those men and women who had been left behind were already gathering. Perhaps the news of the returning ships had drawn them, or perhaps they’d heard the news of what had happened to their former duke.

Endi stepped to the front of the hall, standing next to the lord’s seat, with his brother and sister beside him.

“My friends,” he said, “I have grave news. My father lies dead, slain by the hand of an assassin. By the hand of betrayal.”

Whatever murmuring there had been around the hall went silent, and for an instant, Endi felt the weight of what he was about to do. In this moment, he could still make the choice not to do this. He could still walk back from the edge of the precipice. Ishjemme needed him to jump, though. It needed him to keep it safe.

“Our cousins came among us claiming friendship,” Endi said, placing his hands on one of the room’s great trestle tables and leaning forward. “Yet now they have killed our father!”

“What?” Oli said from where he stood with Rika. Endi would have smiled at that if he hadn’t needed to look serious then. He suspected that his brother and sister would ask all the right questions at all the right moments. They would help in this as surely as if he’d brought them into his plans.

“I know it is hard to believe,” Endi said. “But Sophia is the one behind our father’s death. She took his signet ring. She got us to swear fealty to her. She got us to go along with her war. Then she killed him so that she could rule Ishjemme.”

Rika was shaking her head. “No, Endi, that can’t be right.”

“I know you like her, sister,” Endi said, speaking to the room, not to Rika, “but the signs were always there. Sophia came to us from the first because her attempts to get close to the Dowager’s throne failed. She persuaded our father to swear Ishjemme to her cause. She argued against her brother being the rightful heir to the throne.”

That hadn’t been how it had gone, but it was close enough.

“Even so,” Oli said, “it’s a leap from that to murder. Perhaps this is some misunderstanding?”

Endi shook his head. “I know you want to see the best in everyone, but in this… Sophia ordered all of our family into the teeth of the battle for Ashton. She sent Ulf and Frig to assault the main river gate. She sent Hans through the hardest hand-to-hand fighting in the outskirts. She planned to kill them.”

“That can’t be right,” Rika said, shaking her head.

Endi smiled over at her as gently as he could. “Our father… he died by poison, on the eve of the battle, on Sophia’s flagship, at the heart of our fleet. Are we to believe that an assassin could have gotten through all that? Are we to believe that an assassin who did get through wouldn’t have gone after her unless she sent them?”

“I won’t believe it,” Rika said. 

Endi walked forward, taking his sister’s shoulders. “That is because you are kind, Rika, and you want to see the best in people, but there’s more. After the ‘assassin’ who came for Sophia, and who hurt you so badly, I looked into the man who did it, this Bjornen. He was visited by Sophia. I’m sure of it. She arranged the whole thing!”

“And now you’re back here with a fleet,” a man called out from the benches below. “Did you not have the stomach for the battle?”

Endi shot him an angry look. His brother and sister could question him, but not someone else. Endi’s eyes picked out the man, dressed in the clothes of a fisherman.

“Call me a coward again, Aggi Forthar, and we’ll fight,” Endi snapped, because it was the kind of thing Ishjemme expected its men to say. “I came back here with other men who saw the truth. Other men who want to defend Ishjemme from this betrayal.”

“Why aren’t our brothers and sister here?” Oli asked. “They aren’t—”

Endi shook his head quickly, raising a hand to forestall any tears on Rika’s part. “When I left, they were safe, although I’d feel better if they weren’t still with her. They still believe in Sophia, still think that she is our friend. Leaving like that… I wish I could have brought them with me, but it was the only thing I could do.” 

He looked around the hall, trying to gauge how the people there were reacting, who was agreeing, who would need to be pushed aside.

“And now there is only one thing to do, if we are to protect Ishjemme.”

He took the short step sideways to his father’s seat, and settled himself into it.

“What are you doing, Endi?” Rika asked. 

“What I must, sister,” he said. “Ishjemme’s duke is dead, and we must have someone to keep us safe. Our siblings are not here, and have been taken in by Sophia in any case. I love you and Oli dearly, but this is a time for strength, and in any case, I am older than you both. I must rule.”

Oli cocked his head to one side. “According to the old laws, the king or queen decides who the next duke of Ishjemme should be.”

Endi looked over at him. “And do you think Sophia will pick anyone but herself? This is what she planned. Even now, my men are hunting around for any of her supporters, to make sure that they can do no harm here.”

Endi hated that part of it. He hated that tonight would be a night of silent knives in the dark for those who might oppose this, but there was nothing else to be done. This had to happen.

“You must both know that I would only ever act in Ishjemme’s interests,” he said.

Rika was still shaking her head. 

“This is wrong,” she said. “There’s something wrong here. Sophia wouldn’t do this, and you can’t just claim Ishjemme like that, Endi. All of this… we need to make things better, not do this.”

“I have to do this, Rika,” Endi said. “Can’t you see that? Won’t you support me in this? Please?”

Rika shook her head again. “I think you’re doing the wrong thing, Endi,” she said. “I think… I think you’re just doing this for yourself. I… I won’t help you.”

She wasn’t the only one. Aggi Forthar stood, slamming his fist into the table he sat at. 

“This is a wrong thing!” he declared. “We swore ourselves to our queen, Sophia, and I’ll not see you usurp her throne, Endi Skyddar. Step down from it, or I’ll drag you down.”

Endi had hoped that it wouldn’t come to this. He’d hoped, but a part of him had known, and that part had prepared. He nodded to his men, down in the hall. 

“Kill the traitor!”

One of them stepped over to Aggi Forthar, gripping his long, braided hair and using it to wrench his head back. Endi saw the flash of a knife, followed by the spray of red as his man slit Aggi Forthar’s throat.

Men cried out. Rika screamed, high and piercing. Some reached for weapons, as if they might fight Endi and his men, throw down their rightful lord. Endi’s men were quicker, though, their knives and their axes rising and falling.

It was so brutal, and so fast. In the space of a few heartbeats men went from alive to just meat, from people with hopes and dreams to merely something to burn on a funeral pyre. Ishjemme’s winters had always made it a harsh place, but this was brutal.

Then it was silent, or almost silent. Endi could still hear his sister sobbing in the background.

“These men were traitors,” Endi said. “They put an outsider above their own, and would have betrayed us all.”

The others in the hall stared up at him in stunned silence, understanding what was happening. All except his sister. She moved in front of him. 

“How can you do this, Endi?” Rika demanded. “How can you just… just murder people? This is wrong! This is evil!”

She slapped him then, the blow stinging more than it should have.

“I’ll never forgive you for this, never.”

If it had been anyone else, Endi might have hit them for that. As it was, he signaled two of the men who had come with him. 

“My sister is obviously too upset by our father’s death to think properly. Please take her to her rooms and see that she stays there.”

“Is that it?” Rika demanded as the men came toward her, gripping her arms. “A coup? Are you planning to have me killed, Endi? Like them? Get off me, both of you. Get off me!”

It was everything that Rika had said, but still, Endi went to her. “I would never hurt you, Rika. Never. You’re family. But until you can see the truth of this, I need to make sure you won’t act against me. You’ll stay in your rooms, safe and sound.”

He turned to his brother as the men started to drag Rika away, fighting against them at every step.

“What about you, Oli? Do I need to lock you in that library of yours?”

His brother stared at him for a long time, then shook his head. “Why are you doing this, Endi?”

“For Ishjemme, brother,” Endi said. “I need to protect it. We need to protect it, from Sophia’s mad wars as much as anything else. I know you must have doubts now, but I’ll be a good duke. I’ll make our father proud. You’ll see, in time.”

They all would, even his sister.


 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

 

The Master of Crows climbed the hill of gibbets beyond the city, feeling a certain amusement at his attendants’ inability to keep up with his strides. It was a reminder of the strength that was growing in him, building by the moment. He strode ahead of them, past cage after cage filled with the dead or the dying, foes and former friends, the criminal or the merely unfortunate.

“As if it makes a difference,” he said to the wind.

He strode to the top, where more gibbets stood in a circle. All were occupied, but only one held a living inhabitant. The man had probably been strong once, but his strength had fallen from him in his time there, leached away by hunger and the work of the crows. 

“I know what this place is,” the man called out. “I know what you’re doing here!”

The Master of Crows raised an eyebrow at that, then extended senses that had nothing to do with sight or hearing. Sure enough, the man in the cage had a spark of talent. Perhaps that was why he was even there. 

“And what am I doing?” the Master of Crows asked.

“I can see!” the man called back. “I can see the pattern of the cages!”

The Master of Crows smiled slightly at that, looking out over an arrangement of gibbets that would have looked random to most people. Almost anyone watching wouldn’t have seen the subtle patterns there. Even his underlings hadn’t questioned his insistence on placing the gibbets in exactly the right spots. Yet this one had seen the whorls and the symbols worked out in ancient scripts, the funnel of power they helped to fuel, the spells worked in the deaths of others to curse his enemies.

“You have a good eye for it,” the Master of Crows said. “Who were you, before this?”

“You don’t know?” the man in the cage said. “I thought—”

“You thought that you were someone important? You thought that there was some grand purpose to you being there?” The Master of Crows shook his head. “There is no purpose beyond continuation. The crows feast, and I continue.”

“I thought…” the man continued. “I thought you had come to slay me yourself, for all that I had done to thwart you. I thought that my death would be a glorious thing, or that I could defy you by taking my secrets into its blackness.”

“I do not even know your name,” the Master of Crows said. 

“I am Ackhert, mage of the most hidden library, seeker after the unseen, seer of—”

“Yes, yes,” the Master of Crows said, cutting him off. “I’m sure you thought that you mattered.”

“If you are not here for me,” Ackhert said, “if you are not here to torment me or make me reveal all that I know, then what are you doing here?”

The Master of Crows briefly considered killing him to end the annoyance of this conversation, but there was little to be lost by talking to him. 

“I am… tying up loose ends. I have arranged matters elsewhere, and soon, I will feed as I have not before.”

“And the spells?” Ackhert said.

“I am going to war against dangerous foes,” he said. “I will take every advantage I can get.”

It was better not to waste power. Better to funnel it into all the magic needed as cleanly as possible. There were many things to do for the invasion to come, and doing them all would need power focused precisely, not scattered. 

“Ah,” he said, as he saw the first crows on the horizon, black dots against the blue cloth of the sky, “do you see them? Do you see the power they carry?”

The man in the cage stared out at them, and from the way his features paled, the Master of Crows knew that he did see.

Soon, it was impossible to ignore them. The crows went from dots to flocks, looking like storm clouds now against the sky rather than specks. They flew in close, the gibbets drawing them, the power they’d gathered tangible like the feel of lightning to come in the air. They settled on the gibbets in their thousands, in their tens of thousands.

“So many…” Ackhert said, obviously barely able to comprehend it.

The Master of Crows did not blame him for that. 

“There have been battles,” he said. “A sacrifice of the living to take a throne. The death of one who has long sought to keep me out. Slaughters and counter-slaughters.”

“The power there…” the other man breathed.

The Master of Crows smiled at the hint of awe there, and the hint of jealousy beneath it. It was a truth of this world that the weak did not truly want fairness. They wanted to be powerful. This one could not, though, but the Master of Crows was feeling generous.

He snapped his fingers at his attendants. “Free this man.”

“My lord?” one asked.

The Master of Crows looked at him and the attendant hurried to do it. 

“I have no need for whatever crumb of power you can give,” he said. “Not today. So if you can make it past the lines of the gibbets on your own, you are free to go.”

Ackhert looked at him as if trying to work out the trick. Then he started to move, with slow, shuffling steps, down the hill.

The Master of Crows spread his arms out, and the crows started to come to him. Each one brought with it a flicker of power, a flash of death.

A knife rising in Ishjemme, amid the coup…

A musket ball unseen, only the sound of it coming, and the impact, and the blackness…

A fierce battle by the river gates, cut down by a curved sword…

Death after death came to him, borne on the wings of his creatures, and the Master of Crows laughed at the power that flowed into him. He laughed until it mingled with the cawing of the crows, their feathers covering him like a cloak, the energy within him feeding his life, bringing him power. 

He felt it spread out through the gibbets, the deaths there fueling spells to grant his fleet the winds they wanted, to curse his enemies with weakness and fear, poor luck and more. Most of the power went into him though. Most of it filled him until he felt he might burst with it, and kept filling him. 

He opened eyes he hadn’t realized he had closed. Ordinarily, the world looked so dull and flat, filled with things he had seen a thousand times before. Now, the energy of death wreathed all, letting the Master of Crows see the endings in everything. 

“With this, I will have enough,” he whispered, but he knew it wasn’t the truth even as he said it. Nothing would ever be enough. No amount of power, no cascade of death to feed his pets. 

He looked down the hill, to where Ackhert had gotten. For a man so weakened by captivity, he had gone a long way. Perhaps the process of taking power had taken longer than it had felt like. But that didn’t matter. Not when he could see the death in everything written in every movement of the air.

He held out a hand to his attendants. “A weapon.”

One passed him a musket, finely etched and better crafted. They could have handed him a rock and it would have been enough, here, in this place. The Master of Crows loaded the weapon methodically, not caring that the man below was running now, that he was getting closer to the outer edge of the gibbets. 

If he got there, the Master of Crows would probably honor his word, but it never occurred to him that the man might. 

At this distance, a musket should not have been accurate enough to make the kill. The wind should have taken the lead ball and buffeted it. The spin of the ball should have been impossible to predict, tumbling at random through the air. The Master of Crows could see it all in that moment, though, the purest path to death laid out as clearly as a missive from a scout.

He lifted the weapon, aimed it, and squeezed the trigger.

The cloud of smoke obscured his vision, but he saw the moment when the lead ball hit through the eyes of a hundred of his creatures. He saw the impact, the twitch as Ackhert tried to keep going, the long, slow collapse as his body realized that it had been torn through. By the time the other man hit the ground, the Master of Crows was already holding out the weapon for his attendant to take from him. 

“Come with me,” he said, and they followed.

He walked back down the hill, watching the strands of death. From here, he felt as though he could see everything, from the death of an ant to the long, slow decline of a world. He marched down the hill, watching the beauty of it the way another man might have stared at the flowers. 

He reached the side of the fallen seer, one of his crows fluttering to his shoulder, the power of the death adding a drop to the ocean sitting within him. He might not have needed it, but a man who had known starvation would not waste scraps.

“Someone find out who this Ackhert of the most hidden library was,” he said. “He said he knew secrets.”

“I will find out at once, my lord,” an attendant said.

The Master of Crows waved a hand dismissively. “When there is time. He does not matter that much.”

Nothing did right then, except one thing.

“It is time,” he declared. “Tell the men, have the ships readied to sail. Tell them that death will come to the shores of our enemy, and this time it will not stop until they are wiped from this world!”

His men knew better than to cheer an announcement like that, but his crows cawed their own chorus of assent. Perhaps they were just hungry. They were always hungry, but in the strands that led to death, the Master of Crows could see the path that would slay a nation.

Perhaps that, finally, would be enough.


 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Lucas waited with all the patience he’d learned at the feet of Official Ko for the audience in the Assembly of Nobles to be over. He knew that Sophia needed to do this: to be seen to rule, and to answer the thousand and one concerns that would arise in the wake of her victory.

In truth, he thought she was doing a fine job. He suspected that he would not have been able to quell the concerns of the city so effectively, would not have been able to forgive former enemies and gain people’s support. When the people there cheered for her, Lucas could see nobles among them and commoners, the folk of Stonehome and those of Ishjemme, all joined together as one by his sister. He couldn’t have done that.

Still, it was hard to wait.

Sophia, he sent, when he could stand waiting no longer, Kate, I need to talk to you both. There’s something we still need to do.

The device? Sophia sent back.

The device, Lucas agreed.

We should do this alone, Kate said. Meet you both on the roof?

Lucas caught Sophia’s eye and nodded to a staircase. Sophia nodded back. 

I’ll be there, she promised.

Lucas headed up through the Assembly of Nobles, trying to find a door that would lead outside. It took several minutes of searching, the building almost as much of a maze as the actual maze that stood beyond the palace walls. Eventually, he was able to find a route out onto a flat section of roof.

Kate was just clambering over the side of it when he arrived.

“That’s a lot harder to do with just my own strength,” she said. “Where’s Sophia?”

“She will be on her way,” Lucas said. “I suspect it isn’t as easy for a queen to walk out of an audience as it is for me.”

“It isn’t,” Sophia said, stepping out onto the roof behind Lucas, “but for this, it’s worth it.”

Lucas could only agree with that. The prospect of finding their parents had been one of the things that had made finding his sisters such an exciting prospect, and while he’d loved getting to know both Kate and Sophia, it felt as though this moment had been delayed for too long.

He took out the flat disc of the device that he’d kept near him for so long, the letters on it glowing as Lucas touched it, the power within it responding to his blood the way it always had. 

“Nervous?” Kate asked.

Lucas shook his head. “Excited. We’re about to find out something I’ve wanted to know for as long as I’ve known that there was anything to know.”

“I hope this works,” Kate said.

“It will work,” Sophia assured her. “You didn’t see what it did last time, with just two of us touching it. With all three… it has to work.”

Even so, Lucas could hear the note of uncertainty there. After all, the three had touched it before, when the witch had been controlling Kate’s body. It should be different now, but what if it wasn’t? What if the device couldn’t show them where their parents were because there was nothing to show? What if they were dead?

No, Lucas wouldn’t believe that. They would find their parents. 

“Are you ready?” he asked.

The others nodded, and he held the device out to them, ready for their touch.

 

***

 

Sophia could feel how excited the others were in that moment, the emotion spilling out over her, their shared powers seeming to tie them together as they got ready to use the device Lucas had brought. Its interlocking iron and brass rings didn’t look like much, but Sophia had already seen some of what it could do. Now, she hoped to see the one thing that mattered.

Carefully, slowly, she reached out to place her hand on the edge of the metal, next to Lucas’s. She felt the cold of the iron, even under the warm sun, and she felt the flicker of power running through the device too, responding to her and him as they held it together. 

The rings of metal started to rotate in response to that power, the seemingly random patterns on the surface starting to resolve themselves even as they glowed with energy. As they had before, the lines of power that glowed in response to Lucas’s touch became the outlines of landmasses and seas in response to hers. 

“It’s still hard to get used to this,” Sophia said. “I’ve seen this happen a couple of times now, and it’s still strange.”

“Imagine what it must have taken to create this,” Lucas said. “The mechanics of it are on a par with anything else the Silk Lands can produce, but to imbue it with this much magic too…”

Kate shrugged. “It’s impressive, but so far, it’s not doing anything I can’t get from a book of maps.”

“I’d have thought you’d be the most impressed,” Sophia said, with a faint note of surprise. “You’re the one who has seen the most magic with Siobhan.”

Kate nodded. “And I’ve seen all the ways it can go wrong, or be a trick, or have a price.”

Sophia could feel the fear in her now. Normally, nothing seemed to make Kate scared. She would fight the world if she had to. She had been a soldier, a witch’s apprentice, and more. Yet this one moment had her frightened.

“What is it, Kate?” Sophia asked.

“What if we don’t find them?” Kate asked. “What if we do this, and our last hope of finding our parents doesn’t work?”

“It will work,” Sophia reassured her. “It has to. Just focus on all the things we’ve been through to get to this point.”

Sophia thought about her own life in the time since they’d left the orphanage. So much had happened since then. She’d found Sebastian. She’d found out who she was. She’d become the queen of a kingdom almost by accident, trying to save the man she loved. Compared to all of that, was it really so hard to believe that they might finally locate their missing parents?

She tried to picture what that reunion would be like. She had no doubt that they would want their children to find them, or that they would want to be a part of their lives once more. The device in her hand told Sophia that much. But it needed all three of them. 

“Come on, Kate, you can do this.”

 

***

 

Kate could feel her nerves thrumming with the possibilities of everything that might happen if she touched the device. When she touched it, she reminded herself. Practically all her life, she’d wanted her parents back. She’d wanted them in the House of the Unclaimed, and then after it, when she’d lived on Ashton’s streets. She’d thought she’d found a family with Thomas, Winifred, and Will, but that wasn’t the same thing as having one that was hers alone. Even now that she’d finally met her brother, Kate found herself thinking about the possibility of finding her parents.

It was just that she’d been disappointed by magic so many times now. She’d learned that it had a price. What would be the cost of learning where their parents were? Would it be learning that they were no longer alive at all? Kate wasn’t sure she could stand that. For as long as she didn’t touch the disc before her, she could pretend that her parents were still out there somewhere…

“Or you could know for sure,” Lucas said.

Kate reached around her neck for the locket that sat there, with its picture of her mother inside a golden case. Until now, it had been the closest she’d ever been able to get to their parents, but was a locket really enough? The answer to that was obvious.

Carefully, half afraid that it might still prove to be some dangerous trick that would strike at them all, Kate reached out to touch the device.

She felt the building power within it at once, energy from her, Lucas, and Sophia swirling and joining within it in ways that had nothing to do with simple blood and everything to do with who they were soul deep. Kate saw the surface of the disc glowing like a lamp, then a furnace, although there was no heat to that glow, no sense that the three of them were in danger from it. If anything, it felt right, felt like exactly what they should be doing right then.

The light flared and a beam of it shot up into the sky, like lightning somehow running from the ground to the clouds above. It seemed to punch a hole in those clouds, and a single shaft of sunlight came down in turn, except that Kate could feel there was more power in that than in any mere sunlight.

“What is this?” Kate asked. “What’s going on?”

“I think it’s working!” Sophia said.

“I never thought it would be like this,” Lucas said, as the light poured down onto the device.

Kate saw it coalesce there, tightening down until it was the width of a fist, then a fingertip, then so small it was like a tiny dancing firefly on the surface of the device. It skimmed across the surface of the map in a meandering route that Kate guessed might have been the one their parents had taken in the time since the thing had been created. She watched it moving from the Silk Lands to the continent, from the Near Colonies to the stranger spaces south of them, across Morgassa’s salt plains and into places Kate didn’t even have a name for.

Finally, the tiny point of light came to a halt, so far to the south it seemed impossible that anyone might have traveled there. The single dot stopped moving, and light flared above the device in a brief image.

Sand spread out, swirling in the wind. The light was so bright that the world might have been on fire with it. There were dunes that seemed small, until Kate spotted a lone tree, and it gave her a sense of their sheer scale. The image passed over them…

…and there was a city like none she’d ever seen.

The city lay at the heart of an incongruously green space, fed by a river that seemed to spring almost from nowhere. The buildings were square things that shone golden, and looked so ancient they made Ashton seem young by comparison. There were monuments there that stood higher than the buildings, spires and statues to gods or heroes Kate didn’t know. Two figures stood at the heart of it all, older than Kate remembered, but utterly unmistakable.

“It’s them! It’s our parents!”

She only had a moment in which to glimpse it, and then it was gone.

“Did you see that?” Kate demanded, joy rising up in her. “It’s our parents. They’re alive.”

“They are,” Lucas said with a smile.

“But alive where?” Sophia asked, looking over at the two of them. “Where is that? Where have they gone that’s so far away?”

“I don’t know,” Lucas said. “Official Ko had me learn much of the world, but this place… I have no idea what it is.”

Kate shook her head. She didn’t know either, but right then it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that they knew where to look for their parents.
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(A Throne for Sisters—Book Seven)

 

“Morgan Rice's imagination is limitless. In another series that promises to be as entertaining as the previous ones, A THRONE OF SISTERS presents us with the tale of two sisters (Sophia and Kate), orphans, fighting to survive in a cruel and demanding world of an orphanage. An instant success. I can hardly wait to put my hands on the second and third books!”

--Books and Movie Reviews (Roberto Mattos)

 

The new #1 Bestselling epic fantasy series by Morgan Rice!

 

In A CROWN FOR ASSASSINS (A Throne for Sisters—Book Seven), Sophia, Kate and Lucas finally get the chance to journey in search of their long-lost parents. Will they find them?

 

Are they alive?

 

And what message do they hold for them?

 

Their journey demands a price, though. Ashton is left without a ruler, and the Master of Crows still lies in wait, ready to strike. As the fate of the realm lies in the balance, help may come from the most unlikely place of all: Stonehome.

 

A CROWN FOR ASSASSINS (A Throne for Sisters—Book Seven) is book #7 in a dazzling new fantasy series rife with love, heartbreak, tragedy, action, adventure, magic, swords, sorcery, dragons, fate and heart-pounding suspense. A page turner, it is filled with characters that will make you fall in love, and a world you will never forget. 

 

Book #8 in the series will be released soon.

 

“[A Throne for Sisters is a] powerful opener to a series [that] will produce a combination of feisty protagonists and challenging circumstances to thoroughly involve not just young adults, but adult fantasy fans who seek epic stories fueled by powerful friendships and adversaries.”

--Midwest Book Review (Diane Donovan)
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(The Invasion Chronicles—Book One)

 

 

From #1 worldwide bestselling fantasy author Morgan Rice comes a long-anticipated science fiction series debut. When SETI finally receives a signal from an alien civilization, what will happen next?

 

“A great plot, the kind of book you will have trouble putting down at night. The ending was a cliffhanger so spectacular that you will immediately want to buy the next book just to see what happens.”

–The Dallas Examiner (regarding Loved)

 

“Another brilliant series, immersing us in a fantasy of honor, courage, magic and faith in your destiny..…Recommended for the permanent library of all readers that love a well-written fantasy.”

–Books and Movie Reviews, Roberto Mattos, re Rise of the Dragons

 

“A quick and easy read…you have to read what happens next and you don’t want to put it down.”

–FantasyOnline.net, re A Quest of Heroes

 

A 13 year old boy, dying of a rare brain disease, is the only one able to hear and decode signals from outer space. SETI confirms it is a real signal.

 

What is the message? How will the world react? 

 

And most of all: are the aliens coming?

 

“Action-packed …. Rice’s writing is solid and the premise intriguing.”

–Publishers Weekly, re A Quest of Heroes

 

“A superior fantasy… A recommended winner for any who enjoy epic fantasy writing fueled by powerful, believable young adult protagonists.”

–Midwest Book Review, re Rise of the Dragons

 

“An action packed fantasy sure to please fans of Morgan Rice’s previous novels, along with fans of works such as THE INHERITANCE CYCLE by Christopher Paolini…. Fans of Young Adult Fiction will devour this latest work by Rice and beg for more.”

–The Wanderer, A Literary Journal (regarding Rise of the Dragons)

 

Book #2 in the series—ARRIVAL—is also available for pre-order!

 

Also available are Morgan Rice’s many series in the fantasy genre, including A QUEST OF HEROES (BOOK #1 IN THE SORCERER’S RING), a free download with over 1,300 five star reviews!
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