
[image: Book cover: The Second Death of Locke by V L Bovalino. The cover image features a detailed illustration of a person wearing ornate armor, with a sword partially visible in the foreground. A testimonial from Tasha Suri is displayed at the bottom, reading, “Gritty, romantic, and breathlessly fierce.”]





[image: Title page: The Second Death of Locke by V L Bovalino. Logo of Forever (New York, Boston) is at the bottom.]








This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by Tori Bovalino

Map by Rebecka Champion (Lampblack Art)

Cover design by Ella Garrett at L,BBG. Cover illustration by Anna Moshak.

Cover copyright © 2025 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Forever

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

read-forever.com

@readforeverpub

Originally published in 2025 in Great Britain by Orbit

First Forever edition: September 2025

Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing. The Forever name and logo are registered trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Forever books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025938530

ISBN: 9781538776575 (trade paperback), 9781538776582 (ebook)

E3-20250821-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Map

	Part One: The Hand and the Heart

	One

	Two

	Three

	Four

	Five

	Six

	Seven

	Eight




	Part Two: The Blood of the Retinue

	Nine

	Ten

	Eleven

	Twelve

	Thirteen

	Fourteen

	Fifteen




	Part Three: A Promise of Iron

	Interlude

	Sixteen

	Seventeen

	Eighteen

	Nineteen

	Twenty

	Twenty-One

	Twenty-Two

	Twenty-Three

	Twenty-Four




	Part Four: The Lady of Locke

	Twenty-Five

	Twenty-Six

	Twenty-Seven

	Twenty-Eight

	Twenty-Nine

	Thirty

	Thirty-One

	Thirty-Two

	Thirty-Three

	Thirty-Four

	Thirty-Five

	Epilogue





	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author






	Begin Reading

	Table of Contents





Page List


	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	vii

	viii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	370

	371

	372

	373

	374

	375

	376

	377

	378

	379

	380

	381

	382

	383

	384

	385

	386

	387

	388

	389

	390

	391

	392

	393

	394

	395

	396

	397

	398

	399

	400

	401

	402

	403

	404

	405

	406

	407

	408

	409

	410

	411

	412

	413

	414

	415

	416

	417

	418

	419

	420

	421

	422

	423

	424

	425

	426

	427

	428

	429

	430

	431

	432

	433

	434

	435

	436

	437

	438

	439

	440

	441

	442

	443

	444

	445

	446

	447

	448

	449

	450

	451

	452

	453

	454

	455

	456

	457

	458

	459

	460

	461

	462

	463

	464

	465

	466

	467

	468

	469







For Matt







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.





Tap here to learn more.




[image: Forever logo]









[image: A map depicts an island with labeled regions. The regions include Nestria, Scaela, Cleoc Strata, Locke, Luthar, and Eprain. There are dotted lines indicating paths or routes between some regions. In the lower left corner, there are illustrations of sea creatures.]








[image: Part one: The Hand and the Heart.]








A well without a mage is nothing. What is the point of power with no way to use it? Alone, a well is no better than a common soldier; untrained in fighting and healing, they are even less useful than a typic.

If one cannot protect their master, their mage, they do not deserve to hold power.

Wielding Power, Volume 1: Third Edition, revised Post-Destruction (PD)
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IT WAS RAINING AGAIN in Mecketer as Grey stalked across the encampment toward the command tent. She had nearly finished washing, was almost properly clean for the first time in days, when Kier had thrown her a tether and sent a pulse through it. They had so little time apart from one another that he didn’t usually disrupt hers, so it only meant one thing: he needed her for official business. It was too cold and her hair was still wet, the messy knot of it dripping on her cloak, but if he was somewhere… well. That meant she was needed, too.

They were not meant to be apart, and they took that duty seriously.

Each step across the sodden camp felt like a perpetual battle with some unseen enemy, as if the blood of those they’d fought and those they’d lost was determined to claim her boots for the bones buried below. Equally uncomfortable was the fluttering of her heart in her chest, the lump in her throat—she wasn’t anxious, really, but the station she and Kier shared required a sort of unhealthy co-dependency that Grey only allowed herself to think about very late at night when she was certain that Kier was asleep.

She didn’t know if the captain fostered the same reactions in her absence. She’d never asked.

Grey slipped through the flap of fabric into command—which wasn’t one tent at all, but rather a shoddy collection linked together with otherworldly tunnels of fabric. She thought it had once been the color of natural canvas, but it was now a dingy gray with smoke from the campfires outside and speckled brown with mud. She hated the tents. They smelled like damp and mold, the inescapable result of rain seeping into every crevice, and it always made her skin itch. In other assignments, they were sometimes in one of Scaela’s many old fortresses, surrounded by candlelight and thick stone walls and real floors, but this was not the case with Mecketer. It wasn’t even near a city—the encampment was its own entity, and though it had persisted for most of the years of the war on the border between Luthar and Scaela, it had been burned down or shifted too many times for anything permanent to remain. It existed now, as it always had, to defend the supply road from the sea that ran between Scaela and one of Luthar’s old ports, constantly changing hands between the two nations.

What she wouldn’t give to be back in one of those fortresses, with a roof over her head and stone underfoot. What she wouldn’t give for dry boots and a warmer cloak.

The clerk looked up as soon as she entered, exhaustion plain on their face—they weren’t really a clerk at all, but either a typic being punished with secretarial work or a young person-at-arms too injured for patrolling. They stood, inclined their head to Grey, and said, “Can I help you, Hand Captain?” in the flat tone of someone who’d stopped caring a dozen deaths ago.

“I’m here to join Captain Seward,” Grey said. She had not been summoned by Attis or Concord, but she didn’t have to be. If Kier was here, she was meant to be, too.

The clerk sighed, but led the way out of the administrative tent, through three drenched, gauzy passages, stopping at a tent flap marked with the High Lord of Scaela’s seal: an open hand, palm out, making the sign of justice over a light blue field. There, they paused and squared their shoulders—Grey tried not to read too much into this—then called, “Master Attis, Hand Captain Flynn is here.”

No sound on the other side. Master Attis was powerful with standard magics and the well she drew from was strong enough to make a difference, so she was able to hold a sound shield long enough to keep most of her business private. She was thorough. Grey appreciated that, even if the woman herself vaguely terrified her for reasons she hadn’t yet gotten to the bottom of.

Finally, a voice called, “Enter.”

Grey muttered a quick thanks to the clerk. She noted their limp, the way they favored their left side—she thought about directing them to visit Leonie, but the healers were already overworked.

She shook it off and slipped past Scaelas’s seal, inclining her head to Master Attis and her Hand before moving in further. Her ears popped slightly as she passed through Attis’s shield, and it took a lot of effort not to wrinkle her nose or rub her ear.

Like most other tents at Mecketer, there was barely any furniture within, and certainly nothing that could count as permanent or well constructed. An open brazier blazed on one side, filled to the brim with light purple magic-fed flame, and Grey relaxed slightly in the warmth. It was a small tent, containing only a table laden with maps, a desk, and two chairs. Attis sat ramrod straight on one side of the desk, her salt-and-pepper hair pulled back into a tight bun that rendered her features even more severe, her Hand lurking against the back of it like a badly angled shadow. Kier had the other chair, somehow giving the impression of rumpled insouciance even sitting straight and prim as Attis herself. It was something about the untidy curve of his mouth, the lock of his hair that never quite managed to stay where he put it.

“Apologies for proceeding without you, Hand,” Attis said, not sounding apologetic at all. She barely even looked at Grey as she straightened the papers on her desk.

Who am I to delay you? Grey wanted to say, but she’d already gotten in trouble for her tongue more than once here. The mud made her irritable, and the constant salt scent of the sea a few miles off made her antsy, but Attis was no treat either. It was one of the many reasons this assignment grated on her: that she had to keep her true feelings quiet unless it was only Kier within hearing range. Usually, with only the fate of either a violent death or a lifetime of battle looming ahead, their masters had a better sense of humor.

Grey nodded once, turning her attention to Kier. Grey scanned over him quickly, as she always did when they were reunited, even after the shortest period. It was another one of those anxiety-induced habits. The shape of Kier was committed to her memory, as familiar to her as her own reflection: the uneven hazel of his eyes; the deep, rich brown of his hair, curlier than usual, like it was when they were children, with the salt in the air; the variations of his skin, leaning darker olive whenever they had more than an hour of true sunlight in the day (but not now, because at Mecketer, there was rarely any sunlight, and Kier, who loved the sun as much as it loved him, was uncharacteristically pallid). The fullness of his lips and the crooked line of his nose, the shadow of his eyelashes over his cheekbones.

Nothing new broken. No wounds besides the scrape along his jaw from a skirmish the week before.

She slipped into place behind him. For his part, Kier’s shoulders relaxed when Grey was there, if only a fraction.

In the practiced pose of mages and their Hands, their wells, their power, Grey rested her own hand on Kier’s left shoulder, fingers curving so the tips just barely grazed the line of his collarbone, her thumb the merest inch from his skin over the collar of his cloak. Submission and protection. Fealty and power, all in one.

“As I was saying, this is not going to be easy,” Attis said.

“It rarely is,” Kier allowed in his calm, lovely voice, so far removed from the terror of what he could do. The small part of Grey that still tittered with anxiety quieted immediately. “But please, continue.”

Grey glanced over the papers on Attis’s desk. Most were maps: annotated with arrows and wins and losses, showing how the Scaelan army was spread across the borders. The main one showed all the nation states that made up the island of Idistra. Grey’s gaze traced over the corners: knots of fighting between their own nation of Scaela and the northern nation of Cleoc Strata, then to the east with Eprain, the south with Luthar. The western border with Nestria was quiet, thankfully—their new High Sovereign had no taste for blood—but who knew how long that would last.

It took her a half-second to realize that the paper on the desk between Kier and Attis was yet another map, badly marked up in an untidy hand, much smaller than the others that blanketed Attis’s large table. She didn’t lean close to scrutinize it—that was not her job. Thinking was not her job. Strategy was not her job.

Grey was a well, and beyond that, she was Kier’s official Hand, the well dedicated for his use. As such, she had two roles: the first, to feed her mage the power he needed to perform magic. The second, no matter what, to keep him alive. In the past, being a Hand was a lifelong position, requiring a ceremony of binding, but that practice had long since fallen out of favor, and recently had been forbidden.

“This is their path,” Attis was saying, tracing her finger along a marked ridge, clearly in the middle of a conversation Grey had missed. “And this is where the resource is. They are traveling with a retinue of eighteen mages”—which meant eighteen wells, too, because within the system of Idistran magic, one could not operate without the other, but Attis didn’t mention the Hands, and Grey couldn’t keep her gaze from flicking to Attis’s own Hand—“and seem to be operating in shifts for constant movement. Four identical carriages, equally guarded. A complete decimation is the desired outcome, as ordered by the High Lord.”

Kier didn’t even flinch. After years and years of this, of course he didn’t. Grey had lost count of the lives on their hands, the blood staining every single skirmish they only just scraped out of.

“Decimation might be tricky,” Kier said. “How many am I taking with me?”

“Your full company, Captain.”

He made a small noise. “Everyone?”

“The High Lord’s orders.”

Grey didn’t realize how much her fingers were digging into his shoulder until he subtly dipped it, their signal to let her know she had tensed.

There had always been significantly more wells than mages in Idistra, but with the constant wars and waning power, that was no longer something to count on—even in Scaela, the nation that held the most power when everything changed.

“Based on the last census of wells, it doesn’t seem like good strategy—” Grey started.

“It may be more sensible to leave some of our wells behind,” Kier agreed, taking the fall for her boldness, smoothly covering her misstep. She felt a tug on the tether between them, a pulse of caution, and pressed her lips together. Though she and Kier were as balanced as a pairing could be and treated one another as such, not every mage saw the relationship with their power source as one of equals.

And, of course, she knew what else Kier would say to her if they were alone: If you keep calling authority into question, you will draw attention, to which she usually replied, We always draw attention. It’s your fault, for being so alarmingly grotesque, to which he would almost certainly respond, Alarmingly striking, you mean.

Attis shook her head, aiming a warning glance at Grey before she turned back to Kier. “Not every specialty is as developed as yours. Every mage in your company must be accompanied by their Hand, with enough typics to match and cover, and all will move with you. I am not taking any risks.”

Kier had no protest to that, but Grey knew what he was thinking. In the time when magic was strong across Idistra’s nations, mages were only limited by the power of their wells. But now, everything had changed—everything had weakened. Though mages had always had affinities for flesh and blood, or materials, or natural forces, they were now restricted in what they could do with that magic. The mages with affinities for flesh and bone all had a specialty, a body part they had an ability to affect within their opponents; materialists could only home in on one type of metal or wood or object. In her time working as a healer in Scaelas’s army, Grey had seen the whole bloody assortment of it: those with the ability to cut off air to the lungs, leaving the dead blue-lipped and haunted; flesh affinites who could stitch giant ropes of skin over the mouth that Grey had to cut through with narrow blades, covered in sluices of blood; bone mages who could lock jaws and break bones with barely a look. Though internal affinities were rare, when they occurred, what they were capable of was utterly ghastly.

Perhaps Kier’s affinity with the heart was better. Clean. They had limits, of course—a full aortal separation took so much of her well of power that they could only do ten an hour, maybe a dozen at a push, but there were other ways to harm the heart. Other ways to ensure the enemy did not fight back. And though Kier’s affinity lay with the muscle itself, he had every other benefit of basic magic.

“They’re taking the trade route here. If they take the resource across the river into Luthar, we have no way to recover it. Do you understand, Captain Seward?”

“Perfectly,” Kier said, frowning at the map. Which was fortunate, because Grey understood very little. She sent a pulse down the tether—they could not fully form sentences between them, but they had been paired as mage and Hand for long enough that Kier could read her intentions by how she shaped her feelings as she pushed them through the tether of her power, and he could reciprocate in kind. He caught her curiosity and understood easily.

“And what exactly is the resource?”

“Not for you to know, Captain Seward.”

There was a short pause. Grey wished she could see his face instead of trying to imagine his expression based on the back of his head. Very carefully, Kier said, “Master Attis, surely… you must understand that I cannot retrieve the resource if I do not know what it is.”

Another pause. Grey kept her eyes straight ahead, face blank, trying once again to fit into the picture of a perfect Hand, more befitting of Kier’s station. Across from her, Attis’s Hand was doing the exact same thing. Her name was Mare Concord, and she was thirty-eight years old. She’d been Attis’s Hand for eighteen years, long enough that even her thoughts had become someone else’s. Grey had learned these facts when Attis had borrowed her two years ago, on another assignment, when Mare was injured in the field and required medical attention.

“You’ll know it when you see it,” Attis said, clipped. “That’s all you need to know. You set out before first light. Is that understood?”

A pause, and Grey knew Kier wanted to press. He knew better. That was the difference between them—Kier knew when to stop.

“Yes, Master,” he said.

“Good,” Attis said, already accepting the next paper from her Hand, already turning to the next task. “Dismissed.”

For just the barest of seconds, the Hand Master’s eyes locked on Grey’s. Grey remembered the skin of Mare’s face, gray with blood loss, her lips cracked and chapped as she’d drunk from the cup in Grey’s hand. Mare was unconscious while Grey sutured the wound in her liver, but by the time she moved to the external wound, the anesthetic draft had worn off and Mare’s gaze was empty, feeble as Grey stitched up the jagged gash over her ribs. She remembered what Mare had told her when it was done, the other woman’s bloody hand clenched around her wrist: Get out. Now. As soon as you can. They never need you as much as you need them.

She’d told Mare then that Kier was different and was rewarded with a pitying gaze so motherly that it made Grey’s heart ache. None of them are different.

Mare made a full recovery without infection, thanks to Grey’s careful action. That night, alone in their quarters, Grey lay awake long after Kier’s breathing evened, studying his face.

We’re going to die in this armor, Mare had told her, gripping her hand, slippery with blood. We’re going to die under Scaelas’s banner, and for what?

For what they did to Locke, Grey did not answer then, even though the truth of it echoed all the way to her bones.

Dismissed, Kier was already moving, and Grey fought her way out of her memories and hurried to follow. He set off across the room, then through the tunnels and out of the tent. Grey kept as close behind him as she could—they didn’t match mages and wells based on stride length, but perhaps it should’ve been taken into consideration—as they stepped out into the clamor of the camp.

“Kier—” she started.

“Hold on,” he said, not turning. He didn’t need to. She was so closely attuned to his voice, so firmly aware of him, that she was able to hear it even as a whisper in the middle of battle.

They stopped at one of the fires for hot tea and food, then headed to their tent with wrapped bread and cheese and jerky in their pockets and tea clasped between their hands. As they passed the infirmary, Grey couldn’t tune out the cries of pain from the injured. She itched to help, but she did not. Her duty did not lie in that tent or any like it, hadn’t since she was pulled from her post as a healer six years before and assigned as Kier’s Hand. She still helped in her free time, but they were both already low on sleep, and judging by what she’d heard of the conversation, they would not have much more of it tonight. Onward she pressed.

They cut through the camp, the sea of faces all different but ground down into familiarity through exhaustion and the long-lasting post-battle weariness. As was the case in the rest of Idistra, Scaela had no uniformity of appearance—a thousand years ago, the whole Isle was uninhabited, until the first ships came, and the magic came with it. Before its wars, the nation states were known for their fishing, textiles, and northern trade; nearly everyone here had heritage linking somewhere else, and the appearance to match the mix of it. Grey herself was a mosaic: if anything, she could trace her lineage to Lindan, maybe a bit of Ruskaya; more relevantly, to the older families that had reached the Isle and learned its magic. The cool steel of her eyes, paleness of her skin and dark brown of her hair blended in here, among the mix of soldiers from all over Scaela, as it never had when she was growing up on the coast, where more were descended from Isbetan and Maroushan traders, who shared Kier’s coloring.

Back in their tent, it was easy. It always was when it was just them, when the trappings fell away and she didn’t have to think.

Calm as always, Kier undid the pin at her throat and helped her out of her cloak, then hung his on top of hers. He dragged the small brazier over to the space between their bed pallets and grabbed her hand as he lit it. She felt the siphoning, a pinch and then a trickle of warmth down her spine. He didn’t have to touch her to use her power, but it was always easier when there was some sort of contact between them: he used less of both of their energy, and when they were alone, there was no point in siphoning without contact. Who would care?

She took off her boots and tucked them next to her pallet. He shifted over to make room for her on his, moving the blankets of his bedroll to make a cocoon for her. Grey crawled up and sat cross-legged, knees warmed by the fire, Kier’s left side pressed to her right. He’d dragged the small table over for their cups of tea and food.

“So?” she asked.

He made a low noise in his throat, eyes miles away. She nudged him with her shoulder, and he handed her a piece of cheese and a hunk of bread as if to say, Eat, I’ll get to it.

“I don’t like the sound of this one,” he said finally. “Feels off.”

“What about it?” Grey asked.

“The High Lord, for one thing. It can’t mean anything good if he’s involved.”

Grey chewed her lip. He had a point—Grey and Kier were fighting in the southern border, against Luthar; the High Lord, known only as Scaelas, in the fashion of all Idistra’s sovereigns, was in the northeast. For him to be involved, their mission had to be big.

That wasn’t the only thing that bothered her about the High Lord’s involvement, and possibly bothered Kier, too. Grey and Kier and his brother, Lot, had grown up in a village on Scaela’s northeast coast, close to the capital and the High Lord’s seat. It had been years since Grey had worried about the presence of Scaelas in her life.

“It means you’re trusted,” she said.

Kier shot her a look. “It means we’ve been noticed.”

“It could be a good thing,” she said decidedly.

“Do you trust me?” Kier asked, which was absolutely the most pointless question he’d ever posed to her.

“Eternally,” she said. She watched his fingers as he dissected his bread. They were long and scarred, and he wore a single silver ring on the middle finger of his right hand even though he really wasn’t supposed to, given the constant, looming risk of degloving in battle. It had once belonged to Lot, before he died in a skirmish against Eprain.

Kier sighed, setting the gutted rind of his bread aside, tossing a few crumbs into the fire. “I’m afraid of this one. I have a feeling that… I don’t know, Grey. I don’t like it.”

It was the use of her name that gave her pause. He did it so rarely that her knee-jerk reaction was to say, “I didn’t know you gained the gift of prophecy while I was bathing.”

That was enough to get a half-smile out of him. Grey studied his face, the lines at his eyes that had only appeared recently. He’d started going gray at the temples last year, a fact that she teased him about relentlessly even as it made her stomach ache. At twenty-six, he was one of the youngest captains in Scaela, and she hated how every day of his duties made that fact less and less clear.

Kier frowned. “I didn’t like the look on Attis’s face… and there was something else on her desk. I know I shouldn’t have read it, but I did.”

Grey shouldered into him. “Kier Seward, you charlatan. Reading the master’s secret correspondence? That’s not like you.”

He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “It looks like Luthar found something that they think can make more wells. Fight the waning. If they believe they’ve found something that could generate wells, restore power… well, I can see why the High Lord is involved.”

Grey stiffened for half a second—Kier was watching her intently, taking in the planes of her face, and he would catch her the second unease flickered across. So she didn’t let it. “The only way they can restore power,” she said, “is if they found the heir to the Isle.”

“I know,” Kier said.

Grey fidgeted with the edge of her blanket. She did not want to think of what it would be like if they found the heir to the Isle of Locke, a feat that had long since become improbable, since someone had attacked the Isle, the source of the five other nations’ power, and reduced it to nothing.

Detonated or submerged, when the Isle of Locke had descended into the sea sixteen years before, any fragile peace that existed between the remaining nation states dissolved completely—and the hunt began in earnest when Scaelas received a letter from Severin of Locke, signed with his true name, proving that the heir apparent had survived the decimation.

Grey remembered the patrols through the villages, Scaelan soldiers interrogating every boy between twelve and twenty, just in case. She remembered one of the half-dozen times when they came for Lot, and his blank look when he returned from his questioning late that night. She remembered listening at the door, stacked with Kier, as Kier’s ma quietly answered Lot’s questions about the war: Why did they question me? Because you’re a boy of about the right age. What are they looking for? The only person who can end this war—but even he is just a child. What would they have done to me? What will they do to him? I don’t know, love. I don’t know.

It was an unfortunate truth, and one that had led to the war between the remaining nation states that made up Idistra. The Isle of Locke had always been the root of power for Idistra’s other nations: Scaela, Cleoc Strata, Nestria, Eprain, and Luthar. As the foundation and source, it supplied wells from those nations with the power needed for mages to draw from.

No one knew exactly why or how Locke had been destroyed, nor which nation was guilty of the destruction, but one thing was clear: without it physically existing, without the heir being able to tether to the source, there had not been a single well born in Idistra in sixteen years.

Kier persisted. “Unless they found some other way. Maybe an ancestor? With shared blood? A forgotten cousin?”

“I don’t think that’s how the power works,” Grey hedged. “That sort of connection, a lost cousin of the Isle, would not be strong enough to restore all the power that was lost.”

“Someone more direct, then? A bastard?”

“Everyone with the Isle’s blood was killed,” Grey said sharply.

Each nation had individual alliances with Locke, but Scaela was bound to the Isle by blood and vows. Scaelas, the High Lord who bore the nation’s title, was the first to go to war in an effort to uncover the fate of Locke’s lost son—first with Epras for going after any cousin with the Isle’s blood within reach, and then with Nestrias for killing the High Lady of Locke’s sister after the destruction of the Isle—and then it was only a matter of time before Cleoc Strata and Luthar followed.

Kier was quiet for a long moment. “I don’t like to think about that part.”

It was impossible to forget, when it was the very reason they were at war. But: “I know,” Grey said.

“So they think they found the heir, then,” Kier said, twisting his ring. “That’s the only explanation.”

“I suppose it is.”

He shrugged. “Not my job to worry about it. Not yours, either. We’ll retrieve whatever it is they want and go from there. It’s a fool’s errand, but if Attis thinks we’re able to do something big, then it at least reflects well on your power. Maybe they’ll move us somewhere kinder.”

She raised her hand to his temple, skimming over the silver shooting through his thick, dark hair. He was due for a haircut—they’d been on the defensive nonstop for weeks as Luthar pressed for possession of the supply road that went from the bridge across the river and wound down on their side all the way to the port. Kier was in charge of sixty others (though he always said, “You’re just as much in charge as I am,” and she always laughed at that), so it made sense that a haircut was the last of his priorities. If she was a better Hand, a more militant Hand, she’d handle it now. She had the kit in her bag. But for all her dedication to their duty, she so loved the feeling of his too-long hair curling against her fingertips.

“Attis gave us the assignment because we’re capable,” she said.

He sighed. “She gave us the assignment because you’re the best well we’ve got, and she’s finally figured that out, though it pisses her off to admit that you’re stronger than Concord.”

Grey shrugged. There was no true response to that. “Rest easy, Captain,” she said. Then, because there were duties she did have to carry out for his health, she nudged his hand toward his bread scraps. “And eat.”

Kier grimaced, but he obeyed.

They’d been at war for nearly two decades now, the unrest ruling their memories for most of the time either of them had been alive. Before, back when Locke was there as neutral territory, the six nation states that made up Idistra were as peaceful as the continent. Grey couldn’t remember what that felt like.

Grey’s parents and brother were casualties of the war. Following the tradition of Scaela, the orphan girl who washed up on the shore on that gloomy day, found half starved and feral in the woods, was given to a widow of the war. It was hoped that it would ease suffering—and it solved the issue of what to do with orphaned children, giving them a home despite the distinct lack of caretakers. It was certainly less helpful that Grey’s new guardian was newly eighteen, only just married and widowed just as quickly, and barely able to look after herself, let alone a grief-stricken child.

So it was a stroke of luck that the kind couple next door to Imarta had two boys just a bit older than Grey and the capacity to love two more unmoored stragglers. Grey barely remembered her first days in Imarta’s house besides a few snippets: Kier’s ma stirring a great pot on the stove as his mom tied the laces of Grey’s boots, checking them for a sturdy fit; how the older boy misheard her name the first time she said it and then exclusively called her Grape; sleeping tucked against Imarta, barely able to get through the night without screaming terrors; rifling through a pile of hand-me-down shirts as the younger of the boys peered at her from across the table.

She was glad she remembered meeting him. She was glad she had half a memory of life without Kier, if only because it reinforced the understanding that she felt unmoored without him. They’d known each other so long, grown into each other like roots of neighboring trees rather than neighboring children until Kier was so intrinsically tied with her understanding of magic that she sometimes had trouble separating the two.

Maybe that was fate. Self-fulfilling prophecy. Now, Kier was as close as she would ever come to true magic herself.

It was late evening when they were finally alone again, after a strategy discussion with their officers for the ambush and a round of sparring.

Sore and tired, Grey lay on her back on the scratchy rug that protected their tent floor from the mud. She’d shucked her cloak and most of her layers, leaving her in fitted sparring trousers and a compression vest. She stared straight up, watching the movement of the tent fabric in the wind.

Kier finished sharpening his blade and sat down next to her. When his hands found her calves, massaging out the knots, the sound she made was borderline indecent. His low chuckle answered. She clapped a hand over her mouth before anything else could escape and she’d have to shamefully and dishonorably remove herself from the situation, her position, and perhaps all of Scaela.

“Turn over,” Kier murmured.

Grey pressed her lips together, but did as she was told. She slipped her straps over her shoulders and Kier helped her pull her vest down to her hips, exposing her back. Grey shivered, folding her arms to pillow her head. Kier moved over her, his hands shifting to her back. The problem with being trained to protect him and his person at all times, at all costs, was that it was actually quite hard on her body. At least, unlike most mages, Kier did his best to show her he appreciated it.

“I keep trying to work it out,” he said, his knuckles digging into the knots in her lower back. “You’re certain there’s nothing that can just make a well, right?”

“You know as much as I do,” Grey said.

“Lies, blasphemy, slander.”

She sighed. “No. There’s nothing that can make a well.” She chewed her lip, distracted by the gentleness of his touch as his fingers traced up her spine, digging in again when he reached the too-tight muscles of her shoulders.

He thought for a moment. “Then maybe it’s something from another system.” Though Idistran magic relied on both a well and a mage, other systems of magic in other places didn’t. “Maybe a rock?”

“A rock?” Grey asked, turning her head to look at him over her shoulder.

He smirked at her, and oh. She could often pretend that she and Kier were nothing more than the most devoted of friends, but sometimes the ache in her chest was difficult to ignore.

“Or an elixir,” he said.

“Kiernan Seward, if we are risking our lives for a rock or an elixir, I am leaving you and this entire blasted camp and deserting.”

He laughed, his hands moving down to clasp her waist, thumbs pressing on either side of her spine. She bit her lip to stop any inappropriate noises from escaping. “You wouldn’t leave me,” he said.

She closed her eyes, hiding her face behind her arm. No, she would not leave him. But perhaps, someday, it would be far easier for her heart if she did.

“It’s probably a mistake,” Kier said. For a half-second, she thought he was talking about what they were doing, and her heart dropped—though it was not uncommon for him to be so affectionate, or so kind to her body. “A fluke.”

“Perhaps,” Grey said.

He went back to his ministrations, the quiet swelling between them. Grey shifted, aiming for subtlety, because though this seemingly didn’t impact him, it did affect her in ways she would be mortified for him to discover.

Unless it was requited. In which case, this was quite a good moment for him to make that discovery, or a move, or cross a line that she herself wouldn’t without certainty—but the position they were in and the fact that he didn’t cross that line was answer enough for her.

“You had a nightmare last night,” Kier said, unprompted.

She rolled under him, narrow-eyed, moving her arm to cover her breasts as she did. Kier shifted up to give her space to move. If he was affected by the sight of her, shirtless beneath him, he did not let it show.

He leaned to adjust her hair so it wasn’t caught under her, then picked up the arm she wasn’t using to cover herself, massaging her right forearm. Annoyingly, after years and years of this, he always knew exactly where she was the sorest.

“I’m sorry I disturbed you,” she said.

“It’s fine,” Kier said, brushing it off like he brushed off any inconvenience she offered. “What was it about?”

Grey tipped her head back, staring at the canvas again. “I don’t remember.”

He poked her hard in the stomach.

“What? I don’t.”

“Flynn,” he sighed, brushing the hair out of her face.

She pushed his hand away and pulled her vest up. Now he did look down, for only a second, before he glanced away, swallowing.

“You remember everything,” he said softly.

I don’t want to remember this, she wanted to say, but it wasn’t worth it. She stayed quiet until he moved, stretching out on his back next to her. He hated doing it, she knew, because he always expected the damp to seep up through the rug (it never did) and he insisted that the pallets were more comfortable than the ground (they were not; she would sleep right here, on the floor, if he did not kick up such a fuss about it). His arm pressed into hers; she laced their fingers together and felt the lazy attachment of the tether between them, her power flowing easily into him and falling dormant. The room glowed warmer, the fire going a tinge brighter purple, as she pushed the power at him.

Kier, she wanted to say, why are we doing this? Why are we fighting?

But he would only say that they were fighting for Scaela because it was their home, and because everyone was fighting. Scaela against Luthar for the ports and Cleoc Strata for the fertile land and Eprain for access to the eastern sea. It was Scaela against the others, and the other nation states against one another, all the way down—the only place to get any peace on this doomed island was possibly in Nestria, because they fought only Cleoc Strata and were mostly free.

Scaela against them all because decades before, someone had killed Locke in a failed attempt to seize control of Idistra’s power, and their own High Lord Scaelas would never forget it.

Because there would soon be no power left at all, not unless the Isle’s heir returned to resurrect it, and someone had killed the rest of the family and no one knew who or how or if it was possible to bring the power back.

Grey felt all of it pressing on her chest, the hopelessness and her nightmare adding equal weight.

“Captain,” she said, voice catching in her throat.

“Hand,” he said, easing into their roles, waiting for her confession. He imparted so much tenderness into that one word that she had to swallow hard twice before she could even consider speaking.

She closed her eyes, focusing only on his hand in hers, the ebb and flow of power between them.

“Fire,” she said. “I dreamed of fire.”

“Past or present?”

“Past,” she said. “All over—I felt my hair singeing. I felt my clothes burning away.”

“And then?”

She shrugged, words failing to encompass it. There was no “and then.” She was on fire. She was awake, sitting up on her pallet with her fingers knotted in her blankets, soaked in sweat, panting into nothing. Barely a second passed between the two.

And they were screaming. That was the one thing she wouldn’t tell Kier: around her, they were all screaming.

“That’s all,” she said, punctuating with another squeeze to his hand.

He didn’t push. He knew better by now.

They lay like that for a while, listening to the sounds of the camp outside: boots in the mud and half-heard conversations and the wind through the tents.

Finally, Kier sighed. “We should sleep.” His fingers left hers as he eased himself up. She watched him, his shirt untucked from his trousers, revealing a dimpled sliver of skin on his back.

“We should,” she agreed.

Kier gripped her hand and tugged her up from the floor with him, pulling just enough power to adjust the fire to a comfortable temperature for sleeping. She went to her trunk to rifle for clean sleep clothes. Kier pulled off his boots and shucked his clothing, folding it on his own trunk. He’d always been comfortable with his body in a way she was not with hers: even now, she turned to the wall to undress.

It didn’t matter. Whether she cared or not (and truthfully, cared was not the correct word), they’d seen every inch of one another. She knew every scar on his body as well as her own, every expression his face could create. There was no real modesty between them, nor could there be. Even when they pretended.

It made everything more difficult, the knowing. Most notably for her traitorous heart.

“Flynn?”

“Hmm?”

She turned to see him sliding into his bedroll, rolling onto his side to face her. After she shrugged into her sleep shirt, she slid into her own blankets and mirrored the posture. In training, their bedrolls had been so close that she could see every detail of his face when they lay like this.

“Last night,” he said uncertainly. “Your nightmare.”

“Kiernan.”

“You shouted your brother’s name.”

Grey sucked a breath through her teeth. “What of it? You shout your brother’s name, too, when you’re sleeping.”

His face did not change. With two dead brothers between them, what else was there to say?

“You just… haven’t had a terror like that in a while. If something is happening… if something is changing…”

She rolled on her back angrily before he could see her face or say anything further. “Sleep,” she said. “You use so much of me when you’re tired.”

He was quiet after that, and she felt the sting of her words hanging in the air between them. He never used too much of her, no matter what she said, and that was the truth—however much he needed was just as much as she was willing to give.
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GREY WAS FOUR WHEN she learned what it meant to be a well. There was no magic without wells: mages had to draw power from them, tether into a well and siphon to perform any action. It was like a water wheel, generating power. As a well, she was the river, the source that made the magic move.

She remembered sitting on her mother’s lap, their hands linked, heads bowed together. It was one of her father’s guards she tethered to first, when she was just a child: his name was Iowain, and he had a boisterous laugh and a sheet of silver hair and a beard down to his stomach. He crouched next to them, his face open and earnest, his hands palms-up on his knees as if to prove himself harmless.

“It’ll hurt, at first,” Alma, her mother, murmured into her hair, “but only because it feels like a loss—your body doesn’t know yet what it’s doing.”

“Push away as much as you need, child,” Iowain said.

Grey sucked in a breath. She felt the reach of the tether and she wanted to recoil, but more than that, she wanted to make her mother proud. So she felt the thread of magic within her, warm and endless and unfurling, and something inside of her felt like it was cracked right open. She felt the moment the tether took, the stomach-ache pain of it, then felt it dissolve.

“See?” Alma said, stroking Grey’s hair back from her face. Grey felt the presence of her brother behind her, waiting in case she needed more support, his hand pressed to her back. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

Iowain put his hands together, and Grey sensed that tugging. Alma nodded to her, and Grey let the tiniest thread of power slip into the tether. When Iowain opened his hands, smile growing, he held a luminous opal in his palm. Iowain was a materialist, and after that day he was constantly making her opals and pearls, sapphires and rubies, presenting them to her like a magician from a children’s play. She still thought of him every time she caught the glimmer of a fine jewel on some nobleperson’s skin.

Only a few years after that, the rest of them were dead, and Grey was not. She sat on a hillside with a boy she’d only met days before; she hadn’t spoken in nearly as long. But he was kind, and he didn’t ask her any questions, and he was just as comfortable in silence as she was.

They sat on the hill and looked out at the sea, the flatness of it stretching still unfamiliar to her. When she reached out her hand, he took it without hesitation. When she offered a tether, he took that too. She already knew he was a mage. It was obvious: the energy of unfulfilled magic fizzled around him.

It only took a moment for the boy’s brows to draw together. Another moment, and he drew a tiny flame between them, the earliest kind of standard magic they taught mages. He pulled back and said, “Oh.” Kier looked at her hand, then at her. “What are you?”

Grey only looked at him. It was the first question he’d asked her, and she felt compelled to answer. She could not remember why she’d opened up her power. She only knew she trusted him, the kind dimples that carved into his cheeks, knees and elbows always scraped from playing too hard with his brother and now her, his eyes green on the outside and brown on the inside. Hazel, but only just.

“You don’t have to answer that,” Kier stammered. “I’m sorry I asked.” He was always like that, back then—full of doubt, uncertain of himself. It was an imperfection that years of fighting and leading had long since taken from him.

Sometimes, now, she still looked at him and missed his imperfections. She even missed his doubt, because that meant room for mistakes without the consequence of death.

“It’s okay,” she said, and she meant it. She looked out to the open sea where the Isle once was. “It’s only, I don’t know.”

The mud was thick and cold, soaking the crest of Scaela she wore on her chest. Grey barely felt it, armored as she was for battle. She’d shifted her baldric and most of her blades to her back when they’d gotten down, to avoid the mud. It was still utter misery, lying between Kier and Eron Fastria, one of their typic officers, eyes trained on the road at the bottom of the hill. Further down the road, the Iolis was swollen with the rainfall, nearly spilling over its banks.

Their company was divided into four groups of fifteen, half scattered over this ridge and half on the other side of the road, hidden among the scrabbling weeds and underbrush, blending with the barren trees of the woods. Intelligence delivered to Attis and then to Kier estimated the convoy of carriages would be rolling through two hours after sunrise. They’d been here waiting for three already, just to be safe, in position for an ambush.

She was comforted by the familiar weight of steel on her back—it was gauche to be armed to the teeth walking around camp, but she liked the presence of her weapons, and she was always most comfortable when she had her sword at easy reach. It reminded her of her father, who had taught her to wield a sword as soon as she was steady enough to stand on two feet and strong enough to lift a wooden practice blade.

She liked knowing she could protect herself. And Kier, if needed. In return, he did everything in his power to keep her safe.

She risked a glance down the line. The sun shimmered, murky through the clouds, as the rain picked up from a drizzle to a patter. She was already soaked to the bone, rain seeping through the gaps in her leather armor, through her padded shirt and plain cloth undershirt. Next to her, Eron offered her a tight smile. He was not usually a smiler, so he must’ve felt the tension rolling off her. Grey only grimaced back. Fastria sighed, his dark eyes losing some of their glimmer.

It was hard for Grey not to lose focus when they were like this. She tried to keep herself present by running through muscle groups, then organs, then bones. When she was younger, fresh out of her extra training as a healer, out of those years spent up to her elbows in blood, she used to imagine viscera in diagrams and memories of injuries she’d treated. Now, years separated, she imagined all manner of it on Kier. Open his chest, split the pectoralis major down the middle. Count the ribs. She imagined the pinkish white of his manubrium, the ridges of his xiphoid process. It was impossible not to imagine all bodies as Kier’s, all parts as Kier’s. She’d seen too much of him, opened him up too many times and sealed him shut, felt the nodules of his bones and the slick heat of his bare muscles.

That was what it meant to be a Hand. To be just as comfortable, just as capable with the inside of him as she was with the outside.

Before she finished her recall of bones, a small noise like birdsong sounded from the field down the road to their right, just loud enough to be heard over the river. Grey drew her sword in the quiet before the storm. On her left, Kier stiffened.

“Captain?” a muffled voice asked in the near silence.

“Prepare for attack,” Kier said, his own voice barely above a whisper. It didn’t matter—Grey heard the gentle shift of the soldiers-at-arms tensing, taking position. The signal meant that dust from the road had been spotted in the distance, that the convoy was in sight. In her veins, she felt the pre-battle tension.

She tightened her fingers around the sword, flexing her hands in her leather gauntlets. Her hands were bare, ungloved, in case Kier needed direct contact with her skin in the heat of battle. She focused on the shuffle of boots on the packed road. Soon enough, she too could see the dust cloud in the distance, the four carriages surrounded by tidy lines of soldiers. On her right, Fastria drew a quick breath and murmured a prayer in Arkunish, probably to one of their gods.

“Approaching the first marker, Captain,” he muttered in the moment after he finished his prayer.

“Keep holding,” Kier said. “I’ll give the signal when the time comes.”

The convoy came closer, and every muscle in Grey’s body was wire-tense. They were entering the danger zone—if any of the mages in that convoy had an affinity like Kier’s and a strong enough well, they’d be able to sense other life forces, other magic waiting up ahead. If that happened, if their cover was blown—well, they wouldn’t be totally ruined, but it would be a fairer fight than she wanted.

The first of the carriages passed the next marker. Grey didn’t usually second-guess Kier, but she did give him a look, judging his face. His jaw was tight, anxious.

“Approaching the third marker, Captain,” Fastria said.

“Kier?” Grey murmured.

He whistled twice, sharp, through his teeth. That was all it took—Grey spotted movement in the group closest to the convoy as they sprang to action, then the second team raced down the hill. Kier shifted a hand to her shoulder, gripping the edge of her pauldron, as Fastria and the others surrounding them leaped into a run.

Their job was not with the first wave. Though Kier was unnervingly eager to throw himself into battle, he and Grey had a more specialized task for this particular skirmish.

Grey watched the first wave of soldiers crash into the unsuspecting convoy. She gritted her teeth through the flashing of steel as meat met meat. A spray of blood flew up from one of the smaller skirmishes closer to them, speckling the side of the first carriage with crimson. She watched the typics with their steel, the mages and their Hands, all entangling with the thirty-six mages and Hands opposite. She had to watch, because if she did not, she would panic—and she could not panic.

“Now, Grey,” Kier said, just for her.

She kept a steady pace behind him down the bank. One dark shape rose to her left, a mage-less Hand, but she cut him down with one swift move of her sword and only vaguely winced at the spray of hot blood that splashed on her face. She felt Kier’s magic tugging at her middle, power unfurling from her chest. He wasn’t severing any aortas with that trickle of power, but Grey heard a shout to one side and glanced that way just long enough to see a mage fall to his knees with no apparent injury, blood trickling from his gaping mouth. Kier finished the job with his own sword.

She did not stop. She pushed more power at Kier and kept moving.

It was her job to keep him safe, keep him alive. As a well, Grey herself was impervious to harm by magical means, but the other mages and typics in their company weren’t. She kept close to Kier, kept power flowing to him as he strategically targeted their rivals. With her sword, she fought off anyone else who could do him harm.

She cut through another mage—their swords clanging overhead, her dagger to his side, recovery with her sword, finding a seam in his armor, stabbing through his belly—and pushed forward to the line of carriages. All around her was the ebb and flow of magic, so thick she could taste it, as a dozen skirmishes were lost and won and recoupled. It was a sick feeling, how the magic in the air refilled her own personal store even faster.

Kier kicked the door of the first carriage open and Grey stabbed the guard who slid out to protect whatever was inside—which turned out to be a whole lot of nothing. She felt Kier pull from her and turned just in time to see him wince as he blocked some magework.

“You okay?” she asked.

“Fine,” he insisted.

There was no time to waste. They pushed back into the battle, Grey gasping halfway through slitting a man’s throat as Kier pulled the magic from her in heady ropes. There was nothing to be found in the next carriage either, and she felt the uncomfortable desperation in her stomach—even though she was good at it, she hated active fighting, hated the vulnerability for both of them. She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and turned just in time to see the edge of a blade catch Kier’s cheekbone, a hilt smash his nose crooked and bloody—then his slick hand grasped her left hand, skin-to-skin contact drenched in blood. A great tear opened up inside her middle, power torn away in a torrent. On Kier’s other side, the offending soldier fell, with another three going beyond him.

“Easy, Captain,” Grey managed through gritted teeth. She caught sight of a well taking a knee, trying to revive their fallen mage, to no avail. Kier’s aim was always true.

She stayed with Kier as they pushed back through the mess of blood and mud, trying to avoid the worst of the fighting.

“Third’s a charm?” he muttered, pushing a body from the end of Grey’s sword. He turned to slash at another attacker, favoring his blade now rather than his magic as Grey focused on rebuilding her well of power. Alongside the convoy on both sides, the battle was quieting; she watched with detached, familiar horror as one of her men delivered a blow that nearly decapitated an enemy soldier, but she kept moving. That was the awfulness of warfare, the fact that kept her up at night staring at the ceiling of every room they’d ever slept in, from the rain-soaked canvas tents to the thick stone fortresses: she had to see it all, watch it all and keep going. This war wasn’t about winning or losing. It was about enduring. Watching flesh tear, tasting the blood of strangers in her mouth, taking lives in her hands and pushing forward into a stretching maw of time in which she hoped the killing would end.

Kier kicked down the door of the third carriage. Grey slipped in first, grabbing the hair of the Hand who lurched forward and slitting his throat in one easy, neat movement before he could raise his blade against her. This time there was a mage waiting for them too, but Kier dismantled him with some trick that left Grey gasping, feeling like something had been chewed from the middle of her.

There, in the center of the hollowed-out carriage, unmistakable—there was the resource.

It took them both a second to process, blinking down at it, because it wasn’t a rock, or a forgotten aunt, or an elixir. It was a girl. A scrappy thing, thin to the point of boniness, with pitch-black hair cut jaggedly to her chin, and eyes the blue of ice chips. Grey couldn’t place her age, but didn’t think she could have been older than eighteen or twenty. She scowled up at them—it was impossible to do anything else with her wrists and ankles bound, her mouth gagged.

“Captain…?” Grey found herself saying.

But Kier was already moving. “We’re not going to hurt you,” he said to the girl, perfunctory, as he dragged her over his shoulder. “Go,” he urged Grey when the girl was in place, and Grey slipped from the carriage back into the mess of the fight—but at least that had calmed down. Lieutenant Chappelle had rounded up the wounded from their company behind the convoy. Anyone still well enough to stand was on clean-up, making sure there were no survivors remaining.

Attis had asked for decimation, and she would have it. Grey swallowed hard, turning her face away. She’d been on clean-up one time too many, and she couldn’t bear to watch it now.

“Resource acquired,” she called to Chappelle, keeping close to Kier’s back. “Grab who you can and we’ll go.”

She kept her sword drawn as the company regrouped, carrying the wounded and dead they were able to. She scanned over them, chewing her lip. “Five dead,” she reported to Kier, unease heavy in her stomach.

But Kier wasn’t next to her. She turned to see that he’d carried the girl over to the bank, separated from the blood and battle, and set her down facing away from the worst of it. He’d already removed his helm and unbuckled his pauldrons, his fingers quick as he took off his armored leather breastplate. Grey stalked toward him—over or not, they were still in obvious danger, and it was too risky to be apart.

He was speaking in a low voice that Grey wasn’t close enough to hear. Her stomach tightened as he pulled the breastplate over the girl’s head, tightening it to her body, offering her protection. She felt frozen, watching him like that, as he ceded his armor to the girl they had been sent to rescue. Fool that he was, he cut away the restraints on her hands and was rubbing the blood back into her wrists, the exact same way he’d rub feeling back into Grey’s limbs after a long day.

He was always too prone to tenderness.

She looked away, just for a moment. Down by the carriages, the company was very nearly ready to go.

“On your signal, Captain,” she called to Kier. “Let’s get back.”

Something within her prickled—it wasn’t power, thick in her middle. There’d been an odd kindness in his face, and she… she didn’t know. It reminded her too much of when she was just a girl, rescued by some soldier far away from here. She didn’t want to see it when she was still covered in blood, still aching with the power he’d drained from her. She didn’t want to accept that she’d become the very type of person she’d had so many nightmares about.

There was no sound behind her, no acknowledgment from Kier. Lieutenant Chappelle turned to say something from the front of the column—she saw the shape of the word on his lips—and then behind her, very clearly, Kier said, “Hand.”

Grey turned. He had the girl by the wrists, holding her awkwardly as he pushed her down the ridge. She was sobbing, great breaths shaking her thin shoulders. In Kier’s armor, she looked like a child play-acting at knighthood. Kier’s face was twisted oddly, looking almost like shock. He tethered to Grey, and she felt something strange coming through: pain, guilt, apology, surprise.

Something was very wrong.

“Kearns, Pacet,” she called, and two of the typics from the back of the column detached at her command. “Take the resource.”

It took a moment for them to clear the girl, lead her away, another moment for Kier to take a step, stumble. He gripped Grey’s arm for stability, clutching the edge of her pauldron. Grey’s hands went to his upper arms, holding him upright without thought, fingers digging into the bulk of his padded shirt.

“What? What is it?” she asked, searching his face. It was difficult—he was a mess of blood anyway, all drama with very little true injury besides a cut cheek and perhaps a broken nose, but none of that was enough to explain the glassy look in his eyes.

“She stabbed me,” he said. He moved closer to Grey, shielding his body from their company. Very carefully, he pulled up the bottom of his padded shirt, revealing the blooming stain on his undershirt. It was very quickly going red and wet.

“How badly?” Grey asked.

Kier winced.

“I’ll kill her,” Grey gritted, pressing her fingers to Kier’s side. “I’ll fucking kill her.”

“No…” Kier was saying, his hand tightening on her arm.

She couldn’t kill the resource. She couldn’t kill the resource, because that order hadn’t been given, and yet, and yet—when she looked back, the girl’s hands were red with Kier’s blood. Kier leaned in, his breathing ragged on Grey’s muddy cheek. All she could think of was the overwhelming crush of her own failure; all she could hear was the pounding of her heartbeat in her ears.

“You gave her your armor,” she seethed.

“She’s just a girl,” Kier said, unsteady. “She was—is—terrified.”

Grey herself had been “just a girl” once, and look at her now. She wondered if Kier would’ve underestimated her, too, when she was a girl—or if she would’ve made the same decision their prisoner had. To cut. To wound. To run.

“How did you not check if she was armed?”

“Grey,” he said. “It was my own dagger. It… it probably did a lot of damage coming out, and I won’t let you put yourself at risk for me.”

She knew the dagger. Dark metal, barbed on the lower edge. She’d given it to him herself—had presented it to him on his twenty-fifth birthday with a note that read, So you can be deadly all on your own, partially as a joke. He must’ve recovered it before handing over the resource—good move; it wasn’t a solid plan to leave her armed—because he shakily offered it to Grey. If only the girl had left it buried in his lower intestines, she wouldn’t be quite so panicked now. Removing it had only done more damage.

“Listen to me,” she said, holstering the dagger then moving one hand to grip his chin, forcing him to look at her. It was shock, probably—he was fine. He’d had worse. He’d be fine.

“Grey—”

“Don’t,” she chastised. He’d been stabbed before, worse than this. They’d both suffered worse than this. She pressed a hand against his wound and sent a push of power at him. Kier let out an awful noise, staggering against her, his eyes going very dark.

“I just need to get you to camp,” she said. “Once we get back, I will fix it. Okay?”

“Grey,” he said, scrabbling for her hand. She let him take it, his slick and wet with his own blood.

“No,” she said, feeling him resist the tether. “Take it. Siphon from me. Take it all—don’t you fucking look at me like that.”

There was blood between his teeth. It took her a minute to recover the gauze from her pocket kit, another to wrap his torso as tightly as she could under his shirt. Once that was done, she kept his hand in hers, forced him to move forward, draped his arm around her shoulder. He was so heavy, too heavy—she staggered, nearly dropping him. One of the other Hands was there before she was even off the bank, taking his other side, giving Grey the freedom to press her hand firmly against his wound. She could not do that much now, not without stopping to clean and inspect the wound, but he wouldn’t get any worse with a constant thread of power running into him.

Mages could not heal themselves, even with a steady flow of magic. It was like trying to tickle oneself—an impossibility. Just as it was impossible to harm a well with magic; the power didn’t allow for that kind of direction. But Grey’s hands paired with Grey’s power… Though she had no affluence to perform her own magic, her medical training and undiluted power worked in tandem to put Kier back together. And until she could get her hands on him, could actually help, she could keep him indefinitely stable with power alone.

If she could sustain it.

“Let’s move!” she shouted, hating the shrill note in her voice. But she was his Hand, his voice—she was in command when he could not be.

The Hand on Kier’s other side said very softly, “You must move your feet, Captain Seward.” Grey looked over just long enough to register that it was Ola Et-Kiltar, a sharp-tongued well who had caught her eye often enough that she and Kier were planning to put her mage, Brit, up for promotion. Grey couldn’t see Brit now—usually their pale hair was easy to spot in the heaving mass of soldiers—but she forced herself to stay calm, because if Ola wasn’t panicking, Brit probably wasn’t dead.

But Kier was still resisting her, and losing valuable time because of it. “Take it,” Grey seethed into his shoulder. He hissed a breath through his teeth, coughed, and spat out a mouthful of blood. She pressed her hand firm against the gauze, feeling the muscles of his stomach and another sluice of hot, sticky blood.

But this time, he listened. She felt the thread of her power moving into him, unraveling like a loose bit of yarn on a knit sweater. He took another unsteady breath.

They supported him, shuffling along as Grey’s head pounded with the agony he was unable to keep from slipping down the tether. She felt the thread unspooling further and further, the tugging against her. She had quite a lot to give before she ran out, but she had to keep just enough to heal him when they got back to camp, and avoid suspicion on top of that.

Halfway back, Ola switched with her mage, Brit—this was a relief to Grey, because it confirmed that Brit was not dead—but that left a new problem. Kier stumbled, once, and Brit sucked a breath through their teeth as they caught him, looking over at Grey.

“Is he siphoning from you?” they asked. “Has he been siphoning from you all this time?”

“That’s none of your concern,” Grey snapped. But Kier was grappling against the tether like a dying man—he wasn’t doing it intentionally, but he was drawing a lot. For a normal well, it would be too much.

Ola, within earshot, hurried to Grey’s other side. “Surely it’s too much—Hand Captain Flynn, you can’t let him drain you.”

Grey shot Ola a fierce look. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Hand,” Kier said, very quietly. He’d always been better at propriety. A terrible irony, that was.

She didn’t know the edges of her power, the barriers—it’d been a long time since she’d gone looking. She had felt the fatigue of true emptiness only once, after a particularly awful battle years ago, when Kier had overdone it. Then, she’d slept for three days straight and woken to his guilt.

They’d taken measures since then, legal and otherwise. And he’d always been so careful. She didn’t think she was going to run out of power, but they were so far from home.

She couldn’t think of it. Not now.

“Hand Captain,” Ola said again, more urgent.

Her vision was graying out a little bit at the edges, going grainy from the force of her focus. Her jaw was clenched hard enough that it felt like her teeth would shatter. The spool was ever spinning, but Kier’s feet were moving, and his heart was pumping, and if he stopped siphoning…

“He’s going to kill you,” Ola said urgently. She exchanged a look with her mage and held out her hand. “Let me. Please.”

The idea of giving Kier over to someone else was so sweet—and utterly impossible. Grey looked at him, his eyes half shut. There was a scar through his eyebrow from falling out of an apple tree when he was nine. The scratch on his cheek was now clotted, crusted nearly black.

“I’m fine,” she insisted. She adjusted his arm across her shoulders, gripping the hand that hung limply on her chest. It was so, so cold.

“Hand Captain,” Brit said, very carefully, “if you do not disengage, we will be dragging back both of your bodies. Let Ola take him.”

All she wanted was to give him up. Push him out. Let him go. But she could keep holding him; the well of power inside of her was not empty.

If she kept holding him, they would know. They would know she was not normal, that there was something wrong.

If she let him go, Ola would try to tether to Kier, and she would find that she could not.

“Drop it,” he said to one or both of them. His voice was utterly unlike himself—it was like listening to a version of Kier already years in the grave. His head lolled to one side, his forehead pressing to Grey’s temple. “Let go,” he muttered.

“I’m not going to,” she said. She was going to throw up. There was so much of her going, so much of her gone, it felt like she was pulling her intestines out through her navel. “You can’t ask that of me.”

He sucked a breath. She stumbled, pressing her hand tighter. She felt his lips on her temple, chapped, uncoordinated with pain. “Hand Captain,” he said, the lips brushing her skin so very cold. “I order it.”

“You don’t outrank me.” If she let go, there was no guarantee he’d get back alive. No guarantee he’d get back at all.

“Like hell I don’t.” If she didn’t let go, there would be even more eyes on them. Suspicion.

A pause. A breath. How nice it would be, Grey thought, to lie next to him and die. For all of this to be over.

“I have enough,” Kier said.

She snapped the tether.

The relief was so dizzying that she very nearly lost consciousness, and in a moment of panic, she realized that she had given a lot, and she was not as powerful as she thought. Her neck was clammy with sweat under Kier’s arm, her stomach awful with bile, her head pounding. There was a great, caving emptiness within her, the well of magic nearly dry, and then she heard Kier suck in a breath. She couldn’t even imagine—without the power of a tether, any pain he’d kept at bay rushed in, doubling, trebling.

“If you die on me,” Grey hissed into Kier’s shoulder, “I’m going to come right down with you and haunt your bones, Kiernan Seward, you absolute fucking bastard.”

His laugh was weak, breathy and full of blood. “I’ll hold you to that.”







The relationship between a mage and well can be complicated enough, based on the delicate balance of power, without emotional entanglements entering the equation. For the best working relationship, it is recommended that the pairing remains as close as is necessary for trust, but otherwise avoid any feeling more powerful than friendly respect.

Mage’s Codex, Fifth Edition, published 4 years PD

My love is yours, as that which beats within my heart is yours, and that which powers the fabric of the world is yours through mine own hand. Take from me, that I may be thine.

Binding ritual recovered from Locke, author unknown, date unknown
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IT HAD NEVER BEEN a sure thing, her becoming his Hand. Two weeks after her eighteenth birthday, in a time that felt like a different life entirely, Grey was wrist-deep inside a chest wound when the door to the infirmary opened and an officer stepped inside.

“Flynn?” they called, searching the ward.

Grey looked up, registered the caller. “I’m currently unable to curtsy,” she said apologetically. Beneath her careful work, the mage on the table made a strangled noise. Grey nodded to the trainee healer beside her, who leaned close to the mage’s nose with a cloth soaked in an herbal anesthetic.

The officer grimaced. “You’ve been requested. Captain Pickett requires your presence.”

Grey inhaled, tasting the blood and sick that hung heavy in the air around them. She had gone to training with Kier when she was nearly sixteen, Kier’s steady hand forging her guardian’s permission on the necessary parchment. The pair were separated when she had been deemed too young to be sent to her death right after training and instead was sent to work as a healer, while Kier went with a company of mages to fight.

Until a couple of weeks ago, she figured everyone had forgotten that there was an able-bodied well working in the infirmary—after all, wells made the best healers, though they usually weren’t held back from battle until they’d lost at least one limb. And she wasn’t shy about her talent—she was a good healer. Good enough to be requested by captains and masters; good enough to find little bottles of liquor or extra parchment for her letters tucked into her apron pockets by those who’d survived under her hands.

It will be boring, she had written to Kier in her latest letter, but I might not die before my twentieth birthday if they keep me here. Maybe.

He had not written back. In fact, she had not heard from him in months, which filled her with more anxiety with each day that passed. All she could do was pray to her gods that he wasn’t dead, and send increasingly panicked letters to her adopted mother, Imarta, to ask if Kier’s mothers had heard anything.

Each letter from Imarta came with Laurella and Pia have not heard from him, but he is not dead. It was okay, she thought. No news was good news. After all, when Lot was killed, they knew immediately.

Besides, Kier could not be dead, she figured, because if he was, she was certain she would know. She would feel some sort of reset in her bones, some eternal agony, no matter how much distance separated them.

She finished her work, frowning despite herself. She couldn’t even remember wanting to be anything other than a healer. But when she finished working on the mage, washed the blood away and made her way to the old farmhouse where the officers worked, all the things she’d once wanted fell away.

She was led into the office of Captain Pickett. The cranky, peevish man in charge of the healers at the camp sat behind his desk looking mercurial as always, and…

Another man stood in front of the window, half illuminated by the afternoon sun—it made his hair shine dark and glimmering, made the polished pin at his throat gleam. He wore the red-trimmed blue cloak of a mage, both hands folded in front of him.

Grey froze in the doorway, barely able to breathe. Half of her life she’d revolved around him, one tiny planet around that great sun. Two years of her life she’d read every letter a dozen times until the paper wore thin, tucking each into the inner pocket of her cloak for safekeeping. For nearly three months he had occupied hours of worry as she waited for any word of him.

Now here he was again, and she couldn’t move—she didn’t know if she knew him at all anymore.

“Healer Flynn,” Pickett was saying, perfunctory, ready to get this over with. “You’ve been reassigned. A lieutenant has requested you as his Hand.”

Grey curtsied before she could be written up for disrespect yet again—she wasn’t being unintentionally disrespectful, just forgetful, her brain always skipping from one injury to the next, one patient to the next, without taking stock of who in the room mattered more than her—and skittered three more steps into the room so she could shut the door behind her.

“Kier?” she said, the word escaping her lips before she could stop it. She hadn’t seen him since the day he was sent to the Nestrian border. Then, two years before, he wasn’t this broad-shouldered, he wasn’t this stern, and he certainly didn’t have that scar tugging on the corner of his lip, or the other snaking across his left hand into the cuff of his sleeve.

“That’s Lieutenant Seward,” Pickett said. “You won’t be warned again, Healer.”

“I’m sorry. I…” She shook herself out, forced herself to focus, squared her shoulders. She’d known about his promotions. Of course she had. He had written to her about them himself. Any semblance of coherence fled. “Lieutenant. I… Sorry. Your Hand? Me?”

“If you wish,” Kier said, steady as ever. His face, inexplicably different, even as her memory shifted the new angles of him into recognition. His voice, utterly unchanged.

“She does not get the choice, Seward,” Pickett said. Kier winced.

“Of course,” Grey said, swallowing hard. “Of course.”

“Then it’s done,” the captain said, going back to his stack of missives. “You’ll leave right away. Gather your things, Flynn. The carriage is waiting to take you both back to Lieutenant Seward’s post.”

Her head felt full of air as she curtsied again, following Kier in an orderly line down the stairs. It took her far too long to realize that he’d diverted from the path and drawn her into a broom cupboard, and then before she could even process anything other than the smell of bleach, he was pulling her into his arms.

She was stiff, still against him for two more seconds—and then she was wrapping her arms around him, digging her fingers into his shorn hair, hiding her face in his chest.

“You’re alive,” she said into his chest, breathing too hard, as if she needed to reassure herself. He smelled like he always did, sunlight and clean linen and his mothers’ lavender soap. He smelled like home. “You’re alive.”

“I’m alive,” he said, just as desperate, as if he too needed convincing. “A near thing, but I’m here. I’m alive.”

“You didn’t write back.”

His expression flickered. “It’s been difficult,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. I just haven’t been able to think, let alone write.”

“And you want me?”

“I didn’t mean to pull you from safety,” he said, “but when I saw you listed as a well, for reassignment— Oh, Grey, I shouldn’t have, and you must think me selfish.”

She gripped his shoulders, pushed him away just enough so she could see the gleam of his eyes in the dim. He looked— She couldn’t think, couldn’t focus. He looked like every dream she’d had of him, stretched over two years and too many heartbeats fearing she’d never see him again. He looked like an absolute stranger.

She moved her hands up, cupping his face. “I’m so sorry,” she said, the words coming unbidden—and she had to say them in person, write them into the space between them like she’d never been able to write them in letters. “I’m so sorry about Lot.”

He closed his eyes. Turned his head to press his lips to her palm. He was always so affectionate, even when they were children, always one to kiss her temple or link his arm through hers or lay a hand over her shoulder. She used to read something into it before she considered that it might be the only way he knew to prove she could trust him.

“Don’t,” he murmured against her skin.

His shoulders shook, and he was just a boy again. She pulled him down—when he’d gotten so much taller than her, she didn’t know; unless he’d always been so tall and she’d forgotten, which was unthinkable—and buried his head in her neck. Neither acknowledged his tears.

Soon after, once she had collected the single bag of her belongings and her ill-fitting new cloak trimmed in Hand’s black, he said, “Pickett is wrong. You didn’t have to agree.”

“You said they were assigning me anyway. Best it’s with you.”

“Yes, but… where we’re going. It’s not anyone’s first choice.”

“Why?”

“It’s… it’s bad. It’s bloody. It’s awful. And I… I shouldn’t bring you into it.” He looked at her, then, in the darkness of the carriage. She longed to run the tip of her thumb over that new scar, feel the swell of his lip under her skin.

“Then why did you?”

He didn’t speak for a long time, just watching her. “We’re not bound,” he started.

Grey laughed. Binding significantly increased the power that a mage and well shared. It allowed the mage to draw from only one power source, allowed the well to only respond to that mage. And in return, the connection was so much more sensitive: Grey could give Kier much more of herself, and Kier could take even the smallest power and run with it.

It was also illegal, forbidden and punishable by death.

She elbowed him in the ribs, hard, and laughed harder at his pout. “We’re not allowed to be.”

Kier shrugged, allowing it. Nobody was allowed to be bound. Not for a decade; not since the High Sovereigns realized that the magic was waning in earnest. To cut off the abilities for mages and wells to be interchangeable was to cut down their usefulness dramatically, and Grey was not harboring any illusions. She was only valuable to the army for her usefulness.

“I don’t want anyone else to hurt you,” Kier said, “and I know you like I know myself.”

He turned to her then, urgent like he usually wasn’t. This wasn’t the Kier she remembered, but the Kier she knew, the boy she’d grown up with, had never nearly died. That Kier’s brother was still alive, not buried next to the tree they used to play on as children. He reached for her hand, and she let him take it—she felt the draw immediately, the pull, the unfurling of power in the middle of her chest. An unreadable look flickered across Kier’s face.

“How easily,” he murmured, “you give up your magic to me.”

She blushed despite herself, pulling away from him with something like embarrassment. “It’s not magic when I have it. It takes you to make it into something.”

“We’re not bound,” Kier said again, his hands knotted in his lap as if he couldn’t bear to say what he needed to. “But the way you know me—it’s close to it, isn’t it? Binding makes the tether stronger. If you were matched to someone else—there would be too much to know, Grey, and I couldn’t stand it, imagining you in that kind of danger.”

She chewed on her lip. In truth, she was grateful, and he was right. If she’d become Hand to anyone else, there would be a lot of hiding, or else a lot of explaining.

“Will you be my Hand?” Kier asked. “My companion?”

How could she say no? How was she ever meant to say anything other than yes?

She narrowed her eyes. “What’s in it for me?”

That drew a laugh out of him, and she was grateful—she didn’t know what to do with this new, serious version of the boy she’d always known. “Better quarters? My cheese portions?”

“You’ve got to try harder than that.”

“Unlimited access to my shirts?”

Grey shrugged. “I could be convinced,” she said finally. The answering smile on his face was utterly dazzling.







I have received further reports that the Isle is gone entirely. There are no survivors. I have seen the empty bay with my own eyes, and though it has been days, no bodies have washed ashore. It is reported that the High Lady, the Lord Consort, and both children are dead, along with their court.

More personally: I am so sorry, your majesty. I know what they meant to you.

Letter from Commander Finnegan to Scaelas, 2 days PD
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KIER DIDN’T DIE ON the walk back to camp, which was a small miracle in itself. Ola and Brit half-dragged him, mostly unconscious by this point, into the medical tent. In a side area, Leonie, the lead healer at this camp, waited for Grey. Leonie’s dark curly hair was piled on top of her head, stuck through with a pencil to hold it in place. She wore a deep blue healer’s apron over her black dress, pockets stuffed with gauze and tools and herbs.

“You’ve looked better,” she sighed when Grey walked in.

Grey frowned at her. “And you look like you haven’t slept in days.”

“Only two,” Leonie said. She came close and helped Grey unbuckle her armor, laying it piece by piece on a cloth-covered table. “You’re filthy.”

“Thanks, love,” Grey said.

Leonie’s fingers lingered for a second too long on Grey’s waist, working at the leather buckle that clasped her breastplate on. Grey took a shuddering breath, finding an odd comfort in the steadiness of Leonie’s hands, the coolness of her brown eyes as she scanned Grey over quickly. “None of this blood is yours?”

“The captain’s,” Grey said crisply, stepping away. She recounted Kier’s idiocy as she wiped down her sword.

“Should I begin without you?” Leonie asked, gathering instruments on a tray after Grey finished reporting the extent of Kier’s injuries in a measured, emotionless voice. “Or delay? Surely an hour won’t make a difference. You look—”

“No.” Grey took the three packets of prepared nutrient-dense sludge that Leonie held out, cursing the mages who formulated this shit years ago, cursing herself for needing it, then cursing herself again for not washing off first—the mud added flavor of the worst variety.

But she had to replenish her power in whatever way she could, as quickly as possible.

When the sludge was gone, swallowed in uncomfortable gasps, she fought her way out of her padded shirt, then pulled her soaked undershirt and vest off too for good measure. Naked to the waist, she did her best to ignore the chill of the air as she washed the dirt and blood away from her skin. Every muscle ached: from battle, from carrying Kier back, from her depleted stores of power. She sluiced mud away until the water rolled clean down her chest and arms, then washed once more for good measure. Finished, she pulled on the clean shirt Leonie offered. The pair walked through the flap of fabric that led to the back of the infirmary.

An assistant had already stripped Kier, washed his wounds and rendered him unconscious with a cloth soaked in an anesthetic herb blend placed over his mouth and nose. They sat by his head now, carefully monitoring his breathing. She noted the dark streaks pooling under his eyes, the remaining crust of blood on his cheek, the crookedness of his nose under the damp white cloth—but she’d worry about setting that for him later.

“The captain has left his last words,” the assistant said quietly when Grey entered the room, and Grey very nearly threw her out in a fit of rage even though it wasn’t the assistant’s fault that Kier was such an absolute disaster.

But it was good to feel something. Strong feelings, anger and rage and desperation, made her power replenish faster. She felt the swell of it crawling from somewhere in her lower belly.

Good. She needed it.

“He can tell me himself,” she muttered, glaring at the folded piece of paper, “when he’s awake.”

There was no further argument to that. Leonie set the instruments out for Grey as she slipped into a set of sterile gloves and surveyed his injuries. She had six years of putting him back together under her belt. It was her duty to do it yet again.

She took him in, the slope of his pectoral muscles, the shadowy peaks and valleys of his ribs, the scar from yet another near miss over his heart.

She turned her attention to her own well-being. Her power was moderately replenished—she cursed the sludgy porridge, but it was effective—but this could be a long one. Her inspection of his wound revealed that the blade had gone in through his lower intestine, so she had to deal with any contamination to ensure the wound didn’t go septic.

She laid her palm flat on his chest and focused. The power came slowly at first, an exhausted trickle. But that was all she needed. She felt the strands of him in her fingers, the tether between them tightening.

She took a thin blade and opened him up.

She had fixed him up after battle more than once, but Kier was usually better behaved than this. She’d only really been wrist-deep in him thrice before: once after a mage from Cleoc Strata with intriguing internal capabilities tried to turn his spleen inside out, another time when he’d been stabbed in the stomach by a soldier from Eprain, then the final chest wound from a Hand after he’d killed their mage. All of these had left her utterly terrified, anxious with every move that she’d fuck up something inside of him permanently.

She’d had so much experience with internal surgeries, but when it was Kier she was working on, Kier under her hands… it was like all her training turned to sludge in her brain, overpowered by the realization that despite the fact he was beloved, he too was just meat.

This time, she was too tired for fear. She focused on that tiny thread of power, easing it out as she worked. Leonie helped her, handing her instruments when she asked for them, holding together tissue, wiping away blood. She didn’t offer to tether her own power to Kier, to give Grey a break—she’d worked with Grey long enough to know better.

To her credit, the assistant at Kier’s head didn’t ask questions or black out, even when the effect of Grey’s power and direction had his flesh pre-emptively knitting back together and they had to cut him open again.

Grey lost track of time, focusing only on the slippery feeling of his insides and breathing evenly. Finally, she surveyed her work, probing for anything out of place, and sighed with relief. “Let’s close him up,” she said, glancing at Leonie—but it wasn’t Leonie at all.

Hand Master Mare Concord stood on the other side of Kier’s body, waiting for instructions. Grey didn’t even know how long she’d been there. She had only seconds to recover before Mare was handing her a needle and suture.

Grey was too tired for this. She focused on maintaining that last little thread as she stitched the layers of Kier back together. Mare was a great help, at least: she was ready with the tools Grey needed before she even asked.

Of course she was. She had probably done very similar surgeries on her own mage.

Grey cleaned the stitched wound one final time and affixed gauze. Once that was done, she washed her hands three more times until every trace of Kier’s viscera was gone from her skin, if not her shirt.

“Good work, Hand,” Mare said. “Neat stitches.” At some point while Mare was watching, the assistant had left too—it was just the two of them, three if Kier counted.

“I’m very good at mending socks, too,” Grey said, sorting the equipment into the appropriate wash buckets. She did an internal check for her well. It was waning again, but not empty. Worse than it had been in years, but she could deal with that. She focused very hard on finishing the conversation—the sooner she could curl up in her bedroll, the better. She’d settle for the break room in the back of the infirmary at this point.

“It’s a dangerous game you two are playing. Your mage should know better than to use that much of you. If you need to file a complaint with a request for retraining, Hand Captain—”

“He doesn’t take any more than I’m willing to give,” Grey snapped. She was so, so tired of these conversations.

“You have… quite the capacity,” Mare said carefully. “We’re meant to report high-capacity wells, you know. In case a higher-ranking officer is in need.”

Grey stiffened. Mare was the type of weathered that wells usually didn’t live long enough to become. Grey forced herself to focus, to watch her face for any sign of—well, anything. “I’m already serving a captain, Hand Master.”

Mare shrugged, allowing this. “Unless there’s another reason for the capacity you’re able to offer Captain Seward.”

Grey did not let any emotion show on her face. “What are you trying to say?”

“I’m just saying,” Mare said firmly, steely, “it’s notably unusual, and there are very few reasons for unusual power.”

That was enough, the last of it her brain could handle. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Hand Master, but I’ve used quite a lot of myself today and I cannot keep going.”

“Hand Captain Flynn…” Mare reached out, gripped Grey’s shoulder, but Grey shrugged her off. She always made her worst decisions when Kier was indisposed.

It was insubordination to leave this room, risk on top of risk, but she did it anyway. Grey dragged herself out of there, freezing, and across the encampment, barely upright when she slipped into the safety of her own tent. As soon as the flap closed behind her, her knees hit the floor and then she was slumped, the air running from her lungs. She forced herself up, clawed her way onto her pallet. She was still sticky with Kier’s blood.

She’d be punished for that, she knew. For leaving without being dismissed. For not answering Mare’s questions. But to stay, to try to cobble together something coherent—that was an even greater danger.

She gave up and let herself slip into emptiness.

Fire. When she dreamed, she always dreamed of fire.

This time, the fire was in the shape of a boy in front of her. He sat cross-legged, and she was no longer a soldier, no longer a woman, no longer a well. She was a girl, a child. She might’ve been fire, too.

The fire-boy said, “Stay quiet.”

She stayed quiet. They were sitting on hard-packed ground in a stone room. A basement. It smelled like salt and ash. When she snuffled, raised her fist to wipe her nose, the boy caught her hand. It did not burn, but it should’ve.

There was pounding overhead. She was covered in blood, drenched in it. She remembered whose it was, but she did not let herself think of it.

“Do you promise,” the fire-boy whispered, “to let us go?”

“No,” she whimpered. She wanted to hug him, but she was afraid; she was so afraid that her heart pounded rabbity in her chest and her hands were sweaty and her teeth ached from clenching her jaw. Just an hour ago, she and the boy were at the big table, squabbling over dessert. She could still taste the sour tang of sugar between her teeth.

He gripped both of her hands so hard, and this time, it hurt.

“You have to,” he said, leaning his fire-head close to hers. She remembered the color of his eyes under all that licking flame: they were silt-brown, shell-brown, sargassum-brown. “I can’t hold it much longer, but I will until you promise.”

She sobbed, and he let her, even though it made so much noise. There was a shout overhead, then the pounding of feet down the stairs and someone at the door.

“I promise,” she said. The fire-boy kissed her, once, on the forehead, and held her hands so very tight.

The world around her exploded.

Grey woke to an empty room and a dry mouth. Across from her, Kier’s bed was terribly devoid of Kier, and for one half-second of unremembering, her heart flew to her throat.

Then she realized her shirt was still stained with his blood, and now her blankets were too, and that was enough to remind her. She sat up, folding her legs under her, and stared out at nothing.

The fire wasn’t burning. The cold was good; it made the anxiety in her chest dull to a low-level thrum. She hurriedly changed into a clean shirt from Kier’s trunk and her own trousers—she’d need to wash properly soon, but it could wait—and laced her still-damp boots over a pilfered pair of Kier’s socks. She swung her cloak over her shoulders and set out into the frigid morning. There was no note pinned to her tent, no letter of dismissal waiting for her, so her interaction with Concord was apparently not enough for immediate action.

When she reached the infirmary, Leonie was at the herbalist’s desk near the door, filling a tray with measured-out herbal tablets and salves. She took in the half-scrubbed traces of blood on Grey’s hands, the shadows under her eyes, and sighed, the breath blowing her curling fringe up over her face. Unlike Grey, Leonie looked a bit better rested today, her deep brown skin shining with a healthy glow, the shadows under her eyes less pronounced.

“Is it too much,” she asked mildly, “to ask you to take care of yourself?”

“Yes,” Grey said, pulling the little booklet of overnight notes from Leonie’s apron pocket and searching for Kier’s name. The only reason she was able to do it without a disapproving look was because Leonie already knew that if Kier was in the infirmary for a few days, she’d at least have Grey’s help to lessen the load. “How is he?”

“Alive. How are you?”

“Alive,” Grey muttered, reading over the notes from the overnight healer. It was helpful, at least, to know she’d only been out for approximately twelve hours.

“Have you eaten, Hand Captain?”

Grey didn’t hazard that with a response. It wasn’t anything personal—she liked Leonie. In fact, she’d more than liked Leonie on one frantic fever-dream of a night three months ago when Kier was in the infirmary, recovering from a broken rib.

As if to bring that memory into stronger relief, Leonie laid a hand on Grey’s arm. She had short fingers, but they were nimble and strong, trim and clean, capable to a fault.

“You smell like old blood and you’re still wearing the battlefield,” she said. “Eat. Clean yourself up. He will be here when you’re back.”

She met Grey’s gaze, held it for an immeasurable moment and muttered something uncomplimentary about the obsessive nature of Hands under her breath when Grey swept past her into the depths of the infirmary.

She stopped on the way to his bed, briefly, to check on the three others from their company who were still here with injuries from the day before. If Kier was awake, he would check if she’d done it first.

Satisfied once she’d completed her due diligence, she made her way to his bedside.

His skin, usually a medium olive tone, was nearly as pale as the sheets. He was shirtless, the sheets pulled up over his chest. She pulled off her cloak and considered throwing it on the empty cot to Kier’s side for a moment, but that would just make more work for Leonie, so she folded it over his feet instead.

She took the time to check his heartbeat and the frequency of his breathing, only pausing for a moment of relief when he flinched at her frigid hands on his skin. He was dry, not clammy with fever. When she pulled the blanket down and lifted the gauze, the area was not inflamed. She found her well of power restored, so she let herself unspool, a tether attached to him, nudging the power to the wound. She kept her eyes open in case Mare Concord happened by—in case she actually was being watched.

In these moments, when he was incapacitated, she allowed herself to be tender. It always came easy to Kier to brush her hair behind her ear or grab her hand, possibly because even the slightest touch came with a rush of power, but she didn’t have the same freedom. It never seemed to mean anything to him when he took her hand, when skin met skin. Not like it did for her.

She glanced around—Leonie was near the front of the ward, treating an injured person with a salve, and everyone else around was sleeping. No sign of Mare.

She skimmed her fingers over his cheekbone. Under her touch, the scratch across his cheek healed. She took another quick glance around, tracking Leonie’s progress, and let her hand snake under the covers, palm pressed to the uneven stitching of his wound.

“Hand.”

She glanced down at him. Her other hand was still pressed to his cheek, thumb skimming over his eyebrow without her telling it to. She withdrew both hands. He winced at the loss of contact, so she pushed a bit more power in his direction.

“You’re doing the thing again,” he murmured, eyes sliding shut.

“Keep that to yourself,” she chided—but she put her hand back over the wound, watching as he instantly relaxed.

“You look like shit,” Kier said.

“You’ve got your eyes closed.”

“So I don’t have to see you looking like shit.”

“Unfair. I’m the reason you’re alive.”

“Doesn’t change anything.”

Grey sighed, pulling her hand away. She had to stop—any further healing and people would start asking questions. Kier’s eyes rolled back open. “Thank you,” he said.

“A draft to ease the pain, Captain,” Leonie said. Grey’s gaze snapped up to her, her apron, her tray, her neutral expression. She was favoring her right leg again—always did, in the rain, and there was near-constant rain here—but it would do no good for Grey to ask how she was feeling. Leonie’s left leg had been amputated from the knee down years before, replaced with a wooden materialist-crafted prosthetic, and she’d confessed to Grey once that the rain made her badly healed hip throb.

“Thank you,” Kier said, taking the draft like a good patient. Grey and Leonie exchanged a glance. Both of them would’ve refused. Neither of them were good patients.

“And as soon as you’re able to get up, Attis has requested you.”

“He is unable to get up,” Grey said quickly, which didn’t stop Kier from trying. A firm push to his shoulder was effective enough.

“Noted,” Leonie said. “It can wait.”

“Did she say why?” Grey asked.

Leonie shook her head. “Something to do with the prisoner you recovered, I think.”

It wasn’t a guarantee, but perhaps Grey wasn’t completely fucked for her behavior the other day. Maybe Concord still owed her for saving her life. Maybe—though Grey very much doubted it—she would get off easy this time.

Leonie took note of her fidgeting. “Hand Captain, if you’re going to be loitering here, I’d appreciate your help if you have time to spare—but I will require you to clean up and eat first.”

“And that’s an order,” Kier said.

“You still don’t outrank me,” Grey said, but she conceded anyway.







Torrin –

It is over. It is done. Let me live in peace, I beg of you. It is barely a life at all, and has not been since they died by my side. The last thing I ask of you is to let all of it die, as I should have.

I know, in your stubbornness, you may never stop looking for me, but I ask as the last of my name that you do.

Letter from Severin of Locke to Scaelas, 3 months PD
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“GIVE ME ONE REASON, Captain Seward,” Attis said, fingers steepled in front of her on the desk. Her clear, stern eyes were focused on Kier as if Grey wasn’t even in the room, and Grey chewed on the inside of her cheek at the weight of that stare, glad it wasn’t anywhere near her. “One reason why I shouldn’t demote you, separate you and your Hand, send her on the first convoy out to an infirmary as far away as I can manage and keep you on the front as a typic. One.”

Because Kier was a pain in the ass first and a mage second, he said, “Because we’re too good for that.”

Grey very nearly kicked his chair.

They were in Attis’s office, Kier seated in front of her desk, Grey positioned behind him with her hand resting on his shoulder. He was fully dressed, which was an improvement, and only winced occasionally when he moved—partially for the drama. She’d possibly gone too far in healing him, into a territory that was nigh unattainable for a regular well, but having him whole and hale was more important than anything else.

She’d warned him about what Concord had said, but shockingly, Grey was not the one being reprimanded, and no one had asked about her capacity. Hopefully Kier was playing it up enough that Attis wouldn’t want to see his wound, wouldn’t want to look any closer.

“You nearly killed your Hand.”

“Hand Captain Flynn knows her limits.” A dangerous line of conversation, if they went probing into Grey’s limits.

“But do you?”

Grey’s fingers dug into Kier’s shoulder: a warning. “I trust her,” he said, very carefully. “She untethered from me, Master Attis, when it became too much, as she was trained to do.”

Behind Attis, Mare’s face twitched—the only indication that she was paying any attention at all. Grey wanted to jump over the desk and shake her: What did you say?

“You let your guard down,” Attis snapped, and that was the one thing Grey couldn’t argue with. With Kier in the infirmary, she hadn’t had a moment to speak to him alone. Why had he given the girl his armor? Why had he untied her restraints? What had the girl said to him? These were the questions she’d wrestled with the night before, alone and insomniac in their tent.

“She was just a scared girl,” Kier said. “I was doing my duty. Trying to help.”

“She’s a prisoner, Captain.”

Silence hung between them, and Grey swallowed any protestations she had. She felt herself softening, her own angry questions withering away.

This was the line, the thing that she and Kier could never quite get over: the people they fought, the people they killed… It didn’t matter what Attis or the others high up in command said. They were just people. These wars, these endless battles over land and territory, they all amounted to nothing. She’d been disillusioned with war since the first soldier died under her hands at sixteen, but it wasn’t like there was anything better. The battles never ceased. The armies were never sated. No one was actually going to avenge the death of Locke, and until that happened, Scaelas and the other high rulers would not be satisfied. She, Kier, and Lot had realized when they were children that they could either wait for some attacking army to stomp through and burn their village or they could enlist and fight back. There were no other options. Never had been.

The soldiers they fought had the same choice. The prisoner was just another person with no other decisions to make.

Attis sighed. “I need to know you can follow orders, Captain Seward.”

“I don’t believe I’ve ever put that in doubt. Though you might dislike my methods, I did deliver you the asset.”

“Nearly at the cost of your Hand,” Attis snapped. “Captain Seward, I know your history. I know you and Hand Captain Flynn have been paired for a while. I know you two are very good at what you do.”

Grey tensed, her gaze flicking to Mare. But the Hand’s face was unchanged. If she’d told Attis something, there was no way to know now.

“Your power is like that of a bound pair,” Attis said. “Which you could be investigated for if an accusation is made.”

It took a lot of Grey’s concentration not to let anything show on her face. Binding was foolish and forbidden, and the military didn’t care about the value of sacred acts or devotion.

It was a shame they’d been forbidden from doing it. It was an even bigger shame that they’d disobeyed that order years before.

But it was the only guarantee of Grey’s safety. She did not regret it.

Kier did not give in. “This isn’t about my command, or the fact that you can’t accept my Hand is powerful. This is about the prisoner. And you sent us in without any indication of the stakes or the cost. It’s no wonder my Hand was forced to use so much of herself and I was nearly killed—we did not know what they were fighting for, and we still don’t.”

It was justified, but perhaps not the best way to go about it. Grey wanted to point out that they had bigger problems—if Attis could prove her suspicion that she and Kier were bound, they could be punished, or discharged, or even sent to the High Court if she was angry enough. It wasn’t a small infraction.

Attis’s lips twitched. “Then let’s talk about the prisoner.”

Grey’s chin inched up. She hadn’t had time between keeping Kier alive, putting herself back together and helping Leonie with the wounded to get more information on the girl—or to find her and give her a solid kick in the stomach to repay her for what she did to Kier.

“Very well,” Kier said.

Attis was silent for a moment, gathering her thoughts. Grey watched Mare’s hand on Attis’s shoulder—she’d flinched, calling attention to it, and now Grey saw how tightly the Hand gripped her mage.

“Hand Master Concord and I have our suspicions, but in this case we are willing to set them aside. There are bigger issues afoot, and it has become clear that you and your Hand are a strong pairing, for whatever reason.”

“Master Attis, I can assure you—”

“Keep your lip service for someone else, Seward. We have an assignment, and it looks like you and Flynn might be the only two here equipped to carry it out.”

That was… a far cry from being reprimanded, and Grey couldn’t fight the feeling that they were being tricked. She wished she could tell Kier to be careful in how he proceeded. She didn’t like the narrow line of Attis’s mouth, the way she kept her gaze on her own hands, the tight grip Mare had on the master’s shoulder.

“Are we being reassigned?” Kier asked, and Grey knew him well enough to detect the palpable relief in his voice. After all, they’d been here, on the front against Luthar, for six months, and right on the border of Cleoc Strata for nearly a year before that. They were due an easy assignment.

“Not exactly,” Attis said. It took Grey a second to identify the emotion on the master’s face, but when she did, her chest felt very, very cold. Master Klara Attis, the most put-together of any commanding officers they’d yet faced, was terrified.

“Master,” Kier said, finally betraying the depths of his exhaustion. “I don’t mean to push, but in the last forty-eight hours, I have been stabbed and nearly died at least twice. I am tired. My Hand is tired. I have followed each instruction you have given me to the letter. The least I can ask of you is that you are forthcoming with our assignment.”

“I need your discretion. This assignment—the future of Scaela, the hopes of our military, the promise of a day without battle, they all rest on this. Do you understand the weight of what I am telling you, Captain?”

Kier made a small noise, a half-sigh. Grey interpreted it as one of his favorite lines, reserved for when he was ill and she asked him to do the bare minimum, like eat: I suffer and I suffer, and yet. And yet, you ask me to suffer still? She felt his pulse jump, ever so slightly, and she frowned at the master in front of them.

“Yes,” Kier said, resigned, because he could not accuse the master to her face of adding to his suffering. After all, what could they possibly do to protect the future of Scaela?

Do you promise to let us go?

Grey wrestled with the memory like it was a physical attacker, pushing it away before it could take root. She set her jaw, clenched her teeth. She’d need to ask Leonie for a sleeping draft tonight. She couldn’t keep dreaming like this.

“What do you know of the Isle of Locke?”

A pause. Grey’s back went ramrod straight, and she had no doubt her fingers were clenched on Kier’s shoulder tight enough to bruise. When Kier spoke next, his tone was even, cautious. “I was a child when the Isle was destroyed, Master. But my Hand and I are from a village on the eastern coast—we know enough of it.”

“You remember its destruction, then.”

Grey bit the inside of her cheek. Kier said, “The air tasted like smoke for days, when it vanished.”

“I imagine it did,” Attis said, sweeping right past the trauma of the event. “Captain Seward, every nation has been searching for years for the lost heir to Locke, to no avail. Could you imagine the sheer power in Scaela if our own High Lord found Severin of Locke, if he restored it?”

Grey could imagine the sheer power. She worried that she was breaking Kier’s skin under his jacket. As if he could hear the thudding of her heart, he reached back with one hand, covertly hidden by the desk, and wrapped it around her thigh.

Perhaps it was the combination of Locke prickling in her ears, Kier’s near-death, and the warmth of his hand on her, but it only took that much for Grey to forget herself.

“No one could have survived that,” she said before she could think better of it.

A silence. Mare and Attis both regarded her like she was something left to rot on the battlefield for a good long while. “You mustn’t, Hand,” Attis said, raising one dark eyebrow. “I would expect more… discretion from one of your rank.”

Grey bit her tongue before she could lash out. Again. She stepped back half a pace, shaking off Kier’s hand.

“One does not get to our position,” Kier said, always diplomatic, even in the face of her sharp tongue, “by ignoring obvious truths, no matter how inconvenient.”

Master Attis did not look impressed. “Then you must know the truth of your mission. Captain Seward, Hand Captain Flynn, I’m trusting you with a lot. I know that you two may have committed an egregious error, and I will not investigate whether you are bound, because I need the kind of power you have for this mission. But if you refuse this quest, then I cannot guarantee that your precarious position will not be investigated.”

They were caught, and there was nothing they could do about it. Kier rubbed his face, long-suffering as always. “I understand. And who is the asset?”

“The girl,” Attis said, “is Maryse of Locke, daughter of the last High Lady of the Isle.”

A sharp indrawn breath—Grey didn’t know if it was her or Kier, or both of them, because they knew the truth and neither of them could say it. Under her hand, Kier was very, very still. His own hand snaked back again, gripping her thigh with a new ferocity.

“But Maryse of Locke is dead,” he said. “If anyone survived the death of the Isle, it is Severin. The boy. It must be the heir. He wrote to Scaelas after—”

“Maybe the letter was forged. After all, Severin Locke was never found,” Attis said.

Kier did not look at Grey, but he stiffened beneath her hand. “He didn’t want to be found. When excerpts were released, that much was clear. It can only be speculation.”

Attis waved a hand in dismissal. “It’s all speculation,” she said. “Yes, the High Lord did receive a letter, supposedly from the elder child—but what if it was the girl who survived? What if the letter was a fake? What if, all this time, we have been looking for the wrong one?”

“And what are we meant to do?” Kier asked, and Grey was so very grateful in that moment that he was the one responsible for responding.

“I expect you and your Hand to deliver Lady Maryse to the High Lord Scaelas, who will be waiting for you on the eastern coast. There he will reunite with his goddaughter and work with her to restore the Isle. You are to protect the girl on your journey and be at Scaelas’s disposal when you get there,” Attis said. “Unless that is too difficult a journey in your current state.”

The High Lord. They were to deliver the girl to the coast, the coast that haunted Grey always as her childhood home—and something more. The High Lord, Scaelas, probably now graying with age and changed by loss, but when she’d seen him last, he was—

No. She refused to think of it, as if Mare and Attis could see right through her, could read her expression even as she fought to keep it placid.

If Kier let go of her now, she would come unmoored. “It’s not too much,” he said, like an absolute fool.

He insisted on coming back to their tent instead of the infirmary, and Grey was not in a position to protest. When they returned, there was a tray on her bed with a note from Leonie warning her what would happen if she didn’t take the time to eat. She sat, half catatonic, and unwrapped the bread, eating with mechanical precision. It took her almost a full minute to realize Kier had pulled his bag from the trunk at the foot of his cot and was unceremoniously shoving clothes into it.

“Hey, hey,” she said, abandoning the bread for a moment, grabbing his hand. “Attis didn’t say we were leaving now.”

He looked at her, confused. Nothing remained of the cut on his cheek, not even a scar, and she was proud of her work—though his nose was still a bit crooked.

“Grey,” he said, perplexed as ever. “We’re not going.”

She glanced at his bag, half-full, then back at him, wondering if she had finally, utterly lost it. It was bound to happen sometime—no surprise it had happened now.

“We’re leaving,” he said, looking back down at his pack, shoving in his shaving kit.

His words hit Grey like a punch in the stomach—like the punch she still owed the damn prisoner, whenever she found her. “Leaving?” she repeated, considering the idea that she had also lost understanding of common speech.

Kier straightened, huffing a breath, and it was something when he looked at her straight on like that. When she was a girl, she’d convinced herself that she valued him more than he valued her, and sometimes she still deferred to that line of thought—but then he looked at her in that way, the measure of devotion clear on his face, matched to her own, and it was all moot anyway.

“Don’t make me say it.”

“Kier… are you deserting?”

He laughed, short and harsh, and the sound went right to her chest. Reality zoomed in around her again, pounding like a migraine against the back of her eyes. “What other choice do we have?”

She blinked at him, waiting for an explanation. For the rest of the sentence. He stared back at her, just as shocked, and she realized that for possibly the first time, they very much weren’t on the same page.

“Where would you even go?”

“To the continent. Lindan, or Nisielle, or Arkun,” Kier said, completely serious. “Two travelers, unobtrusive… We can make our way to the south coast and hire a boat to the continent, like we should’ve done years ago.”

Her brain quite possibly stopped keeping up. Though Scaela was doomed to lose its power forever, though all the nations that made up Idistra were doomed, they were home. They were hers. She and Kier and Lot might’ve spoken about running when they were children, or in the early days of recovery after battle, but she couldn’t bear the thought of it now. And they didn’t have the resources to escape.

“You can’t leave this behind,” she said mildly, keeping level to staunch her own panic, smoothing imaginary wrinkles from his shoulders. “We don’t have the money for that. Not by far.”

He caught her hand. She didn’t look at him, because if she did, that would be the final crack in her composure, and it would be over. She had the sudden, awful memory of digging around in his insides less than two days before—it was a miracle he stood in front of her now. It was a miracle of her own making.

“I promised you,” Kier said.

“Promises don’t—”

“I swore on my brother’s grave that you’d never have to go back there, Grey,” he said.

“I would never ask you to give up everything.”

“You wouldn’t have to,” he said, his voice taking on a new urgency. “If we go at nightfall, then we have time…”

She wanted to throw something. She was obtusely, immediately angry, the flames of it crawling from her stomach up her throat and into her mouth, and she wanted to pull down this tent and this entire camp and cast it into the sea. At the end of the day, all Grey was was an endless well of anger with nowhere to put it all.

“We’re not leaving,” she snapped, turning away. She shrugged out of her cloak in protest, as if that would keep him here, draping it over her trunk, relishing the prickle of cold on her bare arms.

“Then what? We’re going on this fool’s errand? What happens when we get there?”

“I don’t know,” Grey said, desperate.

“When Locke fell,” Kier said, “they found the sister of the High Lady in Nestria and drowned her and her three boys in the bay in an attempt to restore the Isle. They dismembered the bodies to see if their blood or flesh would resurrect it. Killed the servants, slaughtered the entire household.”

“Kier—”

“In Eprain, a cousin. Burned as an offering to the old gods. In Luthar, they got a child from one of the uncles of the dead High Lady to bring the power back. They killed the man, and then the child, when they proved useless. Across Idistra, hundreds of boys fitting the vaguest description of Severin of Locke were kidnapped in attempts to resurrect the Isle and control the power it once held. Do you need me to catalog them all? Every single remaining bit of Locke’s blood was hunted, tortured, trialed to find out how to bring the Isle back.”

How much of that was my fault? Yours? Lot’s? She pushed the thought away, her anger mounting. “Scaelas never killed one of them, Kiernan,” she said. “He would never.”

“But he cannot protect them. How many times have you told me that? There is no way to know, no way to trust anyone else, because that could be our very undoing. If we take this girl to Scaelas, she will be identified, and what? They’ll try to use her to resurrect the Isle and find that they cannot? Or worse, someone else will kidnap her and kill her trying to bring Locke back?”

“That is not my responsibility,” Grey said tightly. “When she’s out of our hands—”

“When she’s out of our hands,” Kier said, “they will know she is not truly the blood of Locke.”

Grey knew what he was doing: after all, every barb he threw at her now, she had supplied him with herself.

“Grey,” he said. “The only reason you are safe now is because everyone is certain you are dead. I’m just trying to—”

“Trying to save me?” she snapped, turning back to face him. His cheeks blazed with color, his eyes alight with anger. They fought so rarely that the effect was something to be savored. She wondered with a fierce swell of desperation if this was what he looked like in other fits of passion, then pushed it away immediately—that was a thread she couldn’t bear to untangle.

He reached out, tugging her against him. It was awkward with the pallet between them, banging against her shins. She caught herself with both hands against his chest. His hand cupped the back of her skull, nearly big enough to cradle her from ear to ear. He lowered his mouth so his lips were against the shell of her ear when he spoke the name she’d only said to him a handful of times, always under the cover of darkness.

“What will we do,” Kier said, “if they discover that you are Maryse of Locke?”







She has my eyes and her mother’s power, and she will not stop screaming, no matter what any of us do. We are all, predictably, besotted.

Letter from Isaak Masidic Locke to Genevieve Masidic, his mother, 8 years Ante-Destruction (AD)
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WHEN GREY REACHED THE infirmary, she found Leonie and a few assistants moving through the wards, checking bandages, removing stitches, administering salves and remedies, and doing whatever else they could to make the patients comfortable. There hadn’t been more than a skirmish since Grey’s company returned, so most of the patients were either there for long-term treatment or had sustained minor injuries during practice bouts.

Leonie glanced up when Grey swept into the ward. “Back for another round?” she asked.

Grey snorted as she moved past Leonie, past the beds, into a small room at the back of the ward full of changes of clothes and cots for healers taking breaks. She shrugged off her cloak and pulled on one of the navy-blue aprons the healers wore to protect their clothes from bodily fluids.

“When was your last break?” she asked, returning to the line of beds and taking the tray of labeled poultices and salves from Leonie’s hands.

“Yesterday,” Leonie said. She was many things, but she was not a liar—there was no reason to hide her exhaustion from Grey.

“Go. I’ll take care of things. I have a few hours.”

Leonie looked at her, lips pursed. “Are you okay?” she asked. “You look—”

“Go.”

Leonie sighed, but she didn’t argue. “We’ll talk when I’m back,” she said. She hesitated, just a second, laying her hand on Grey’s arm. “Thank you.”

Grey only nodded. Leonie didn’t need to know that she wasn’t just here to help. She was hiding.

When Leonie was gone, Grey settled into the familiar pattern of the infirmary with the easy relief of an old routine. It wasn’t required of her to do anything when Kier was injured—as his Hand, as a Hand captain herself, her duties extended only as far as his. But she had never been particularly good at staying still, and she’d worked in Scaela’s infirmaries long enough to know the need for extra hands, particularly capable ones. So she’d made a habit of filling in when she could. When they had a few days between skirmishes, or in instances when Kier needed time to recover, she found herself drawn here. Unlike her previous tenure as a healer, as Kier’s Hand she was not required nor requested (nor able) to use her power for speeding up the healing process for mages who were not her own. All she needed was her own natural skill. That suited her just fine.

She didn’t allow herself to think of their usual routine: often the captain accompanied her, providing company for the injured while she worked, or doing some of his endless paperwork at one of the empty tables used for writing notes. Too many times she looked up to see him staring into space, chewing on the end of a pen, or tracking her around the infirmary with his ringed hazel eyes.

Perhaps it was a relief to be alone for once. To have the time and space to think. So she distributed remedies, and when that was done, she started on the cleaning. They were always creeping toward filth, the infirmaries, and with all the mud, this one was no exception—despite Leonie’s careful cleaning schedule, it was impossible to keep everything sterile and tidy.

As she cleaned, her thoughts turned to their argument: Kier’s grip on her, the words he’d whispered in her ear: Maryse, always Maryse; but Maryse was not her true name. Kier knew that, too, but he wasn’t fool enough to say it out loud.

When she was little, she’d hated it: Gremaryse, named after the old god of the sea, one of the mythical protectors of the Isle. But that was her true name, at least the first of it; and in the short span of time she spent having one, her mother always said, Keep it close to your chest, Maryse. True names are for Hands and husbands.

If her brother, Severin, was around to hear it, he always laughed and responded, More like mages and mistresses, which never failed to earn him both a loving thwack to the ear and a small smile.

So her true name stayed close to her chest, and it was shortened for public knowledge, and she was Maryse of Locke until the Locke name and nation died underneath her feet.

Days after the destruction, she was found by a Scaelan regiment. She’d wandered perilously close to the burning remains of a town Eprain had reduced to rubble, so she was left with the rest of the rescued orphans. At first, when they asked her name, she’d said nothing. It was only later, when she was handed over to Imarta, that the problem presented itself.

Hands and husbands. Mages and mistresses. Locke is gone, and I am gone with it.

Grey, she decided, was a better shortening anyway. She couldn’t bear to be Maryse anymore, nor could she risk it. Close enough to cling to something of her old self in desperation, close enough that she couldn’t fully forget.

Grey of Locke, she whispered to herself sometimes, alone in the small hours of the morning. It was the name of a girl who had never existed.

If she had grown up, grown into herself, she wouldn’t be Grey or Maryse anymore, anyway—when a ruler came of age in Idistra, they took the diminutive of their nation. Their true name, then, was known only by the closest family members. Scaela had Scaelas; Cleoc Strata had Cleoc; Eprain belonged to Epras and Luthar to Luthos; and Nestria was ruled by Nestrias. It was only the High Sovereign of Locke, the oldest and most traditional of Idistra’s nations, who took the name of the Isle, unchanged.

Grey’s mother had herself been Locke, both the heart of the nation and its High Lady. It was only fitting, Grey thought exhaustedly, that the name died with her.

She did not whisper any of her lost names now, as she cleaned—she was not a fool. No one spoke the name of Locke lightly anymore.

Grey found solace in her work. By the time everything was finally still and quiet, night was falling outside. Leonie returned to find her sitting at one of the tables at the back of the infirmary, redacting a letter to Imarta.

“I know you’re avoiding something when you take the time to write to your mother,” Leonie said. “Anything catch on fire while I was gone?”

“Nothing to report,” Grey said, folding her letter and slipping it into her pocket.

“Good. I brought you food.”

Grey sighed as if this was an inconvenience, but in truth, she was hungry. She’d been so focused during the afternoon that she hadn’t even thought about eating.

“Come to the back,” Leonie said. “Things will be fine out here for a bit.”

Grey went to the back room while Leonie stopped to speak to one of the attendants. Alone, she pulled off the apron and put it in the wash bin with the rest, then eyed her cloak. It was a good idea to get into it, but she relished the cold for just a second. The frigid air, the icy sea—they were among the few things she still kept of Locke, that she was able to find in Scaela. She always felt more like herself with goosebumps prickling on her arms and a chill in her chest.

“How was your meeting with the master?” Leonie asked, bustling into the room and drawing the curtain. Her deep black curls were up again, gathered now in a tight bun on the back of her neck, but when her hair was released, it floated around her shoulders and face in a cloud of jet and onyx. Grey remembered the feeling of it between her fingers, Leonie’s mouth on her skin. She frowned, pushing those thoughts away.

“As well as could be expected,” she said. She had the urge, again, to throw something.

“Do you want to talk about it?” Leonie asked, hopping up onto one of the extra beds by Grey’s makeshift table. Grey forced herself to sit down, forced herself to put bread in her mouth and chew it and swallow instead of picking a fight with the wall.

“Talk about what?”

“Captain Seward.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Flynn.” The name was weary, a sigh caught on an ocean of exhaustion.

“We don’t have to talk about him,” Grey said, looking up from her tray of bread and porridge and dried fruit, gazing at Leonie through her lashes. “We could talk… about you? About us?”

“Grey Flynn, you absolute rake,” Leonie said with a laugh. “There is no us. There was one time—”

“Two,” Grey corrected primly.

“Doesn’t count if it’s the same evening. One time, and we both knew what it meant before, during and after. I’m hurt, Hand— I thought you considered me a friend.”

Leonie was right, and they worked better as close confidantes. Moving between places the way they did, Grey found friendship hard to find and harder to stomach, but there was just something about Leonie that she trusted.

Leonie’s expression wasn’t hurt at all. That mischievous smile curved on her face and she looked at Grey with eyes like dark polished river stones. “I knew from the start you were not open territory.”

Grey pushed the uneaten half of her food away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re hiding in the infirmary. There are very few people here you would hide from other than Captain Seward. And don’t look at me like that—finish eating, or else I’m making you take a whole host of vitamin drafts.”

“Who said I was hiding?” Grey muttered.

Leonie shook a packet of herbs in her direction, somehow managing to make the action look threatening.

Grey groaned, but she turned back to her food. “He’s stubborn,” she said, conceding on the more obvious point. “Too stubborn sometimes.”

Leonie got up to prep the nighttime medications, dividing herbs into tiny capsules for easier consumption, cross-checking her notes. “Yes, I imagine so. But so are you.”

Grey shrugged, allowing it. “And we know each other too well, I think.”

“It’s the nature of wells and mages—you’re required to have some level of… intimacy.”

Grey wrinkled her nose. “That’s not how Kier is.” She didn’t know, exactly, what she was protesting.

“You practically live on top of each other.”

“We all do.”

The healer pressed on, ignoring her. “You nearly let him drain you, Grey. And the worst thing is, it’s clear you’re not just obsessed with him. He’s as devoted to you.”

Grey chewed the inside of her cheek. “He would die for me,” she said. He would desert for her, at least, which was a death sentence in itself.

“Undoubtedly,” Leonie said in a voice that made it very clear she didn’t see that as a positive trait. “But… Grey, you know the way of wells.”

She did. It was a dizzying sort of thing, to have this much power—enchanting, even. And that was the worry with Kier: she did not know if he adored her or the power she provided.

“I still have years on my contract until retirement,” she said, as if that was anywhere close to the true problem. “I can’t… go anywhere. This is my life, whether I like it or not.”

“Maybe,” Leonie said, finishing her sorting and putting the tray on one of the carts. “But you are a good healer. You could write to one of the continental cities to find work there, or seek respite at a university further afield. You don’t have to stay if they buy your contract.”

Grey sighed. She’d thought of it before, desperately, on nights when Kier was injured. Thought about leaving, working until she was wealthy enough to buy out his contract, too.

“They’d never let a well leave,” she said, and it was the simple truth. With magic waning, conscripted wells were not a resource Scaelas could squander.

“They might,” Leonie said.

Grey shook her head. Not after the stunt she’d pulled—not after Attis and Concord realized that she had real worth. “I appreciate your worry,” she said. “But this is what I’ve chosen.”

“It seems,” Leonie said carefully, “to be what the captain chose.”

Grey closed her eyes. It was impossible to explain without revealing too much. But the truth was, Kier never would’ve chosen this without her. It wasn’t about him chasing titles or needing her as his Hand. Above all, as long as they were enlisted, as long as they were two faces in a sea of nondescript armor, even if he gained rank—as long as they were unextraordinary—she would never be discovered. She would never have to go back. Even with Kier’s promotions, she was the girl in the shadows, standing behind him. It was a delicate dance, trying to rise high enough to make it safely out of the worst battles but to hold back so that no one would question her power. So that no one would suspect that the captain’s Hand was the long-lost daughter of Locke.

But he’d promised her they’d never go back.

Grey got up and grabbed Leonie’s sleeve before she could return to the infirmary, to work. Leonie’s face was a mask of surprise when Grey cupped her cheek and pressed her mouth tenderly to hers.

“Thank you,” she murmured, “for caring.”

When she pulled back, Leonie was holding back a smile, her lip between her teeth. “Get out of my infirmary and fix your own problems,” she said, but she also swatted Grey’s ass on the way out, so all was forgiven.

Kier was a different matter.

Grey found him working in the office tent they shared with two other typic captains, bare except for three rickety tables and four chairs, dully lit with the fire in the brazier. She tethered to him of her own accord and felt the threads of his answering magic. There was a buried line of pain in him, echoed in her own body—for the moment, she couldn’t tell if it was physical, emotional or both.

She could read so much of him through the tether of her power—and it still left so much unsaid between them.

He looked up when she hesitated in the doorway, clearing her throat. He pressed his lips together. She saw a hint of apology in his eyes and nodded her head behind her, back toward their tent. They couldn’t talk openly here. Kier rose, saying a quiet word of farewell to the others, swinging on his cloak.

Back in their tent, he shrugged off his cloak and lit the fire without touching her. “I thought you’d stay with Leonie tonight,” he said.

“Why’s that?”

He gave her a long, level look.

“How do you even know about that?”

“Gossip spreads,” he said mildly, shucking his shirt. She didn’t look at the newly healing scar on his stomach or the fine dark trail of hair traveling down from his navel, though all of these things were burned into her memory whether she wanted them to be or not.

“I’m not sweet on Leonie,” she sighed, pulling off her boots and dropping to her bedroll fully clothed. She fought out of her cloak and spread her arms wide, letting the warmth of the fire creep through her.

He perched on the bottom of her pallet, taking her ankles and dragging her feet onto his lap. “It wouldn’t matter to me,” he said, “if you were.”

She threw an arm over her face to hide her wince. It was, quite possibly, the worst thing he could’ve said. She wanted him to care. She could’ve fallen on her knees right then and there and begged him to care.

Kier had explained his version of attraction to her when they were teenagers: how it was less about the gender and more about the person themselves; that his taste did not lie one way or another but with whoever enchanted him at the time. Grey didn’t have a preference for one gender over any others, either—but she wished, above all, that there was something about her that ensnared him. It was a desire that was left unrequited.

“I’m sorry,” Kier said. “About earlier.”

Grey sighed. She felt the apology coming, maybe even guilt through the tether.

“Flynn.”

“What.”

“We should talk about what happened. During the battle.”

“I should’ve let you die,” Grey lamented.

“You probably should’ve,” Kier agreed, but he grabbed her hand and hoisted her up into a sitting position, then arranged her bodily to sit with her legs crossed, knee to knee. “You used too much of yourself on me. You should’ve snapped the tether earlier. Far earlier.”

“When you have power,” Grey said, “you can tell me how to do it.”

“Grey,” he said, so soft on her name that it broke her heart. He picked up one of her hands, brushed his lips against her knuckles. “You cannot put yourself at risk for my sake. I cannot live without you. Okay?”

“And I won’t live without you,” she said, like it was simple. “But I will try to be safer, for both of our sakes.”

His eyes were very serious, dark shadows never fully gone from underneath. She remembered again how it had felt to see him for the first time in that sunny office, superimposing the remembered boy over the man he’d become. Sometimes she looked at him and it was like nothing would ever change about him; not his scars, not even the silver of his hair.

“Concord pulled me aside today,” Kier said. “Threatened in earnest to send me to retraining.”

Grey snorted. She could imagine it: Mare, she suspected, was a force to be reckoned with. “I was not kind to her when she brought the matter up with me.”

One eyebrow arched. “When?”

Grey waved a hand. “While I was stitching you up. After I—very kindly, might I add—did not let you die.”

He moved slowly to cup her face in his hands. It was easy to read this as something it wasn’t, and she kept her own hands balled into fists in her lap even as she leaned into the warmth of him despite herself—mages usually ran hot, and Kier was no exception. “You,” he said, “are a credit to your profession.”

“Fuck off,” she said. But she let him press a kiss to her forehead and did not allow herself to think what would happen if she asked for more of him.







Think of Hands as devoted hounds. The handbook encourages “healthy respect,” yes, but it often appears more as obsession. A good Hand will do everything in their power to protect their mage, murder included. It would be in your best interest to encourage your own Hand to take a path of mercy and sensibility rather than retribution. You do not want to be on the receiving end of their fiery anger, nor should you wield it without careful consideration.

Surviving the Front: An Unofficial Military Companion by Captain Iowain Jessop, published 4 years PD
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THAT NIGHT, GREY WAITED until Kier’s breathing was heavy and even. She sat up, watching his face for any signs of consciousness. He was a light sleeper, but perhaps he was immune to noises as long as they were hers. And he did not wake now—he slept on his side, facing her, one knee tucked to his chest.

She didn’t bother with a light. The moon was round and full overhead when she pushed out of the tent, fully dressed. The camp was quiet on this side: their tent was one of many small ones for officers and the masses of auxiliary staff who traveled with the companies, with a line of fire pits between them and the large tents reserved for the rest. Grey picked her way around the fire, nodding to a sentinel who stood guard near the kitchens. She hesitated for the barest of moments outside the infirmary, thinking of Leonie, before she hurried on her way.

They kept prisoners in the middle of camp, in a tent guarded by day and night. The two typics standing guard in front of the door eyed Grey as she approached, moving through the dark camp like a ghost. One bowed his head when she came close and the other, probably barely older than Grey had been when she first joined Kier in battle, hurried to follow.

“Can I help you, Hand Captain Flynn?” the older one asked. Grey didn’t recognize him—he wasn’t from her company. It was for the best. Kier was well liked among those in his command: it wasn’t hard to imagine them exerting unnecessary cruelty on the prisoner.

“I have orders,” she lied, “to assess the girl’s health.”

The man’s eyebrows rose. “In the middle of the night?”

She pulled gauze and a jar of salve out of her pocket, displaying both for the guards. She’d stolen them from the infirmary earlier—they wouldn’t be missed, and she’d use them eventually so they weren’t wasted. “If you don’t believe me, you can wake the master yourself,” she said. “And I guarantee she will not be pleased.”

The soldiers exchanged a look, the younger chewing on his lip. Finally, the older sighed. “You get five minutes,” he said.

“I’ll take two minutes and your discretion.” Grey slipped him a small flask of liquor as she passed by. He glanced at her, lips pressed together, but he didn’t protest or hand her bribe back.

The tent was lit by a flickering orange magelight, casting long shadows in the dim. The girl sat alone in the center, hands and feet bound, but she was not gagged. She looked up as Grey entered, her eyes scanning over her in a way that made her feel frankly scrutinized. Grey wondered again at her age—she looked younger now than she had in the carriage, in the heat of battle; she was a teenager, but Grey couldn’t say how old.

She wasn’t even fully certain why she’d come. The idea had popped into her head earlier, intrusive as a migraine, as she’d gone from bed to bed in the infirmary. But part of her wanted—no, needed to see her. The girl who claimed to be Grey herself. The girl who’d tried to kill Kier.

Maybe it was a sick sense of curiosity—perhaps if she got close enough, she’d be able to feel the truth of this girl. She could not be Maryse of Locke, so she had to be someone else. All Grey could wonder was who.

Silence stretched between them. Grey tried to maintain her cool composure, tried to look like a captain herself instead of an exhausted girl who’d never fully come into her own. The prisoner didn’t even look that much younger than her, and Grey felt every one of her twenty-four years as a decade.

The girl’s eyes didn’t stay on Grey’s face—they flicked to the knife at her belt, the hilt of her sword at her hip, the glint of the golden pin over her left breast that signified her rank.

“You’re the well,” she said finally. “I can smell the power on you.”

Grey’s lips curled into a grim, vicious smile. Wells could not smell the dormant power of others. Even Locke herself could not do that. The girl was trying to intimidate her.

In an instant, her dagger was under the prisoner’s throat, her hand in her hair. She would not kill her—even knowing what she knew, she wasn’t willing to risk that—but she needed her to have a healthy amount of fear.

The girl looked up at her, breathing hard through her teeth, eyes wild with fear. This is why, Grey thought, you don’t play games you can’t win.

“Then you know,” she said. “You know what I’m capable of. What he’s capable of through me. And I swear to you—if you try to harm the captain again, if you raise one finger against him, I will kill you. I don’t care who you are. To me, you are nothing.”

You’re threatening a child, Hand, Kier would’ve scolded. But Kier wasn’t here.

The girl whimpered. Grey released her and stepped back, blending once more with the shadows. Before the prisoner could collect herself, she turned on her heel and went out. Her palms were slick with sweat; her teeth chattered with pent-up power. She wished she had Kier to tether to, but it all fizzled out of her, unused and wasted, unsatisfying.

Back in her tent, she stripped down to her shorts and vest and threw her clothes over her bedroll. It would only be a matter of hours before she was in them again. She kneed Kier over and crawled into his bedroll, barely big enough for him, let alone both of them. Kier made a low noise in his throat at her cold hands pressed to his skin, eyes flicking open wearily.

“You can’t die on me,” Grey whispered, tucking her face firmly against his neck. His arms encircled her out of muscle memory.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he murmured into her hair, still half-asleep.

She lay awake for a long time like that, his fingertips stroking the long line of her spine, her fingers digging into his shirt. Their legs tangled together until she was no longer certain whose limbs were whose.

“Promise me,” she whispered. “Make me an oath.”

“I don’t think that’s the kind of—”

“I promise on your name, Kiernan Trevaine Seward, sworn Locke. As I am your Hand and your power.”

He pulled back just enough to see her face. “Are you okay?”

“Swear to me.”

He grabbed her hand from his chest, knotted their fingers together. “I promise on your true name and your taken, Gremaryse Pellatisa Carnelion Masidic Locke, sworn Seward, Grey Flynn, that I will not die on you.” He pronounced every syllable carefully, breathed directly into her ear. She shivered—they hadn’t sworn an oath since their binding, and it was the first time she’d heard his name in proximity to hers. “Happy?”

Grey dropped her head to his shoulder, seeking comfort, and nodded. It was easy, in the dark, to let herself be convinced.







I fear writing these words, but it is impossible to ignore: my magic is… restricted. Waning, even, if I should be so brave to say so. I keep hearing rumors, and I must be honest with myself, even if I cannot admit it to anyone else: I think our very magic may be dying. Mare has never before felt so weak to me.

Journal of Master Klara Attis, 3 months PD
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IF GREY EVER HAD to see Attis’s office again, it would be too soon. This time, they both sat at the desk, Grey across from Mare, Kier across from the master. The map from the other day was replaced with a new, even smaller one—they were always replacing maps on this assignment. With the constant push and pull of territory between the port and the encampment, it was a necessary evil. According to Kier, cartographers were the best bedmates. Grey had never tested that theory herself.

The map itself focused on eastern Scaela, showing the routes from the southernmost point, where they were, all the way up and across the mountain passes, between Luthar and Cleoc Strata, toward the Bay of Locke. She scanned over the path, trying to recall places they’d been along the way. Moving north, back toward the village where they grew up, the land turned from dense forests to scrubby volcanic cliffs and thin trees, then sparse mountains speckled with gorse. By the sea, it became brown-green cliff grass and pebbled beaches rising up toward slate cliffs that looked out at the bay.

Scaela was a kinder place than Locke, she always thought, though the terrain was not so far removed. Sometimes, when she was at home in Leota, the seaside village where she and Kier had grown up, she looked at the dark cliffs of the shore and imagined them even rockier, sharper, like the place where she was born. They called Locke “the Obsidian Isle” for the way its sheer black cliffs rose against the sea, and there was nowhere else like it in the world.

“You were previously in Grislar, is that correct?” Attis was saying, running her fingertip along Scaela’s indented coastline. Grislar was the base twinned with Scaela’s capital city, Easlar, but it was still perilously close to Luthar’s border—and also their closest assignment to Leota.

“For nearly a year,” Kier said. He frowned down at the map. “It’s a little late in the season to be crossing the mountains.”

“Sorry, Captain,” Attis said drily. “Can’t control the weather.” She paused, rubbing her eyes, and Grey glanced at her. Attis looked exhausted. Whatever they were doing, she’d been up all night preparing. It was lucky she hadn’t caught Grey in the middle of the night, out on her way to threaten the prisoner. “It’ll take you two weeks to get from here to Grislar on foot, three if the weather turns.”

“On foot?” Grey asked. She didn’t care about walking one bit—but. She scanned the area on the map. She had been all over the country, had fought by Kier’s side on every coast, but she’d never been asked to walk across it.

Attis pressed her lips together. “Carriages are too conspicuous. And it’s the last push of the harvest—civilians on horses are bound to look suspicious.” Grey found herself nodding at this; Attis had a point. Horses at this time of year were either doing farm work or requisitioned by the military; any others belonged to nobles, who wouldn’t be safe on the roads without a retinue of guards anyway, and would still fall into the realm of “conspicuous.”

“We can send you with enough funds for travel and to alleviate the journey of the mountain passes, but we need you to be as low-profile as possible. Merchants, or even better, pilgrims traveling to the abbey at Pontille. We don’t have time—Luthos already knows the prisoner is missing and that her body was not found among the dead. They could suspect another nation, but the easiest explanation is that we have her.”

Kier looked up. “Another nation?”

Attis’s smile thinned. “We must operate on the assumption that Cleoc Strata, Eprain, and Nestria already have the same information about the girl’s existence—with the possibilities of her power, I’m certain they will be looking too. That’s why you need to go straight across, through the mountains, and stay as inconspicuous as possible.”

Kier leaned back, pinching the bridge of his nose. He hadn’t shaved this morning and his cheek bristled with the first sign of a beard. Grey held her tongue from telling Attis outright that she was sending them to the slaughter.

“And how many of us will go? With the prisoner?”

“We’ve planned for you and one other.”

“Give me three.”

“Captain.”

Kier gazed at Attis, hazel eyes unyielding, and these were the times Grey knew him best. He was so goddam stubborn and, when it wasn’t directed at her, she fucking adored it.

“I’m not doing this without another mage-and-well pairing, and I want a typic too. If this is as precarious as you say it is, I need to be sure we’re not going to die exhausted in the mountains. I need to know that we can have consistent sleep patterns. I need to know that my team is being protected just as much as your prisoner, and if you put my Hand at risk—”

“No one is asking you to put your Hand at risk,” Attis snapped. “Fine. Three. Your choices.”

Grey did not answer Kier’s look. Attis would not defer to Mare, like she had any stake in the master’s choices; Kier ought to do the same in public, even if he asked her opinion on everything in private.

He sighed, reading her avoidance. “Okay. But hold on. What happens when we get to Grislar, when we deliver the prisoner? Will we be reassigned?”

Attis held his gaze, unflinching. “If you and your team do what is required of you,” she said, “you will get six months of leave. For everyone.”

Grey drew a breath. They hadn’t had more than a month of leave in all the time they’d been in Scaelas’s army—six months was an impossible amount of time. She couldn’t imagine how they could be spared for that long.

Her heart nearly stopped when Kier said, “I want a break in contract. Honorable retirement. For me and Hand Captain Flynn. If we reach Grislar alive and with the prisoner intact, I want to hand her over to Scaelas and receive our commendations within the same hour.”

“Captain?” Grey had never seen Attis so thoroughly caught off guard. The answering silence was opaque, unbreakable, and Grey herself wasn’t even sure she was breathing…

And he was still, staring right at her with that insouciant curve to his mouth that was more scar than attitude. Her heart leaped to her throat—if they were given honorable retirement, it would come with wages. They wouldn’t have to fight anymore. They wouldn’t have to go day after day, waking at first light, putting their bodies through torture.

There would be no logical physical reason for them to remain together.

If she was not his Hand, what was she? Had she pushed too far? Hurt him too much? Perhaps this was betrayal disguised as liberation; perhaps Kier would rather never do magic again instead of enduring more time by her side.

She caught herself before she could spiral too far. No matter what he had in mind, she had every belief it somehow included her. If he got his way—and this was the danger of it, her mind racing over the possibilities, skipping toward a joy that set her chest aflame—then she could imagine it. Maybe they’d find a little house on the southwest coast, far from the battlefield, and she’d work as a healer in a village, or they’d run away to the continent. He could bed all the cartographers he wanted—she wouldn’t care. It wouldn’t matter.

They’d never speak the name of Locke again. She’d never again feel the burned-out match of another well dying next to her on the battlefield, her hand and sword dripping with blood, out of her mind with terror.

Maybe, alone, together, he would finally see her as something more than his friend, his Hand, his sword.

“Could I interest you in a promotion instead?” Attis asked, a little desperately.

She felt the doubt in the tether—he was posing her a question. She sent back certainty, and with it, the tiniest thread of joy.

“No.”

“Captain Seward, I… You know you are valued. You know that you have been recommended for promotions, that you are very nearly a master yourself. If you complete this mission, you will have command of any post you require. You could even request a transfer to Scaelas’s personal guard, or serve directly under Commander Reggin, I’m sure.”

“I don’t care,” Kier said. “Based on what you’re saying, this mission is a death trap. We have a target on our backs. Luthar, Cleoc Strata, Eprain, all after us? Nestria will be there too, I imagine. They’ll all be just as savvy as we think we are. For all I know, there are soldiers waiting for the minute we set out from camp. If I make it—if we make it—we’re not coming back.”

He was so good at this, but under the table, he gripped Grey’s hand. His was clammy with sweat, and she realized that despite his posturing, he was terrified.

Attis stared him down, grim-faced, for another full minute. Finally, she opened one of her desk drawers with an angry clatter. Mare’s eyebrows were drawn together, furrowed, her thin-lipped mouth twisted in a pucker of surprise.

Grey watched as Attis conspicuously wrote a note on fresh parchment. She finished, read it over twice, folded it, and sealed it with wax and the stamp of her office.

“If you live through this,” she said, holding it out to Kier, “you are free to go.”

Kier squeezed Grey’s hand hard enough to bruise. With his other hand, easy as anything, he took the missive and handed it to her. She tucked it serenely in the inner pocket of her cloak.

“Pick your team,” Attis said. She was an unusual shade of red—and Grey almost felt bad for her. If she wasn’t sending the pair of them on a suicide mission with a girl who’d just stabbed Kier (and who was also pretending to be Grey), she would find some measure of sympathy in herself.

But Kier was right. Attis was only agreeing because the likelihood of them coming out of it alive or fit for service on the other side was… slim.

“Hand Ola Et-Kiltar. Brit Wyvern. Officer Eron Fastria.” Grey sent a wave of approval for choosing Brit and Ola—they were a strong pairing, and they’d seen the blood. They knew what the girl was capable of. Grey had figured Kier would want Chappelle over Fastria, but Chappelle would probably take over command in his absence.

Mare noted the names, chewing on her lip. Grey resisted the urge to stick out her tongue and shout, I told you so. I told you we were different.

“I will notify them. You leave as soon as preparations are finalized. Report to the infirmary for assessment.”

Kier nodded, thanked the master and finished with a salute. They were halfway out when Attis called, “Seward.”

He turned, one hand gripping the cloth to hold it aside. Grey lurked in the shadowy path between tents.

“It’s not always easier,” she said, “to be free of duty.”

“Not everything is about duty,” Kier said. Something odd flickered across Mare’s face—maybe she disagreed. Grey had one fixed image of them, the two women who’d spent more time together than any Hand and mage she had ever met, who she could never really understand.

“Freedom does not guarantee you the world,” Attis said mildly.

Kier smiled, the move not quite reaching his eyes. “I would choose freedom over anything, Master.”

Attis inclined her head, both allowing for Kier’s words and dismissing them.

Grey waited until they were halfway to the infirmary before she said, “You didn’t have to do this for me.”

Kier didn’t look at her, but the corner of his mouth quirked up. “Who said you had anything to do with it? Each assignment chisels away more of my beauty.”

“You were never beautiful to start with.”

“That is a bold-faced lie, Flynn.”

It was. She didn’t care. There was something clawing up inside of her, and it felt an awful lot like happiness. She pushed power toward him, a blaring supernova of it, so much that he stumbled and nearly took a knee in the mud.

“Gods and seas,” he muttered, rubbing idly at his chest. “I can feel every heartbeat in the camp when you do that.”

She pushed him a bit more, just to be an ass.

“Don’t celebrate too soon,” he said. “We’ve got to survive this first. And figure out some way to keep our hand firmly concealed.”

“With your unchiseled beauty on the line,” Grey said, “I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”

They entered the infirmary to find three assistants and a healer Grey didn’t know manning the ward. “Where’s Leonie?” she asked before she could stop herself, earning a sly grin from Kier, who knew nothing about anything.

The healer stood, curtsied and said, “Doing paperwork in the back. She asked for a moment undisturbed.”

“But—”

“Send them in,” Leonie said, poking her head out from behind a curtain.

Grey made her way through the beds to the room where Leonie waited, sitting on a little stool, reading a recipe for an herbal concoction. She patted the nearby bed without looking up when they came in. “Who’s first?”

“Don’t you need to know what we’re doing?” Kier asked, pulling off his cloak and folding it neatly over a chair.

“Chappelle got word he’s taking the company. You’re moving?”

“Something like that,” Grey said, folding her arms over her chest, leaning against a cabinet of medication. God, how she missed leaning. Solid walls. A floor that wasn’t constructed from packed dirt, waterproof padding, scratchy rugs, and the tears of those who came before.

Leonie poked and prodded at Kier, checking inside his mouth and ears, looking at his eyes, listening to his heartbeat and the sound of his lungs as he breathed, testing his reflexes. She also examined his mostly healed wound, blowing a low whistle. “That’s some Hand of yours,” she said.

“She’s too good for me by half,” Kier confirmed.

“At least you know it. You’re good to go, Seward. Flynn?”

Grey hated these examinations, even though nothing ever came up. She endured Leonie’s prodding. “When was your last monthly bleed?” Leonie asked while she checked on an old wound on Grey’s right arm, a slash from a skirmish weeks before.

“Uh…”

Leonie sighed. “Have you had recent relations of a sexual nature with anyone with the ability to produce semen?”

“That depends on your—” Kier started.

“Gods, no,” Grey said, cutting him off before she could think better of it.

“Interesting,” Leonie said clinically, very careful not to look at Kier. Grey kicked her shin and pretended it was a reflex.

“Can’t say the same for the captain,” Grey said, because if he was going to tease her about Leonie, she was more than capable of firing back. Kier only shrugged.

“That is none of my business,” Leonie said. “Presumably you’ll be due for your monthlies during your travels—I’ll grab you a pack.”

She disappeared through the thin corridor that went between supply rooms.

“She is pretty,” Kier said with a glint in his eye that Grey couldn’t quite read.

“And too good for me by half,” Grey said, repeating his earlier words so she didn’t say, So are you—by chance, are you interested in relations of a sexual nature?

“Doubtful,” Kier said. “I can leave, if you want to say goodbye to her properly.”

Grey rolled her eyes at his wink. “What, so you can go say goodbye to the dozen paramours you’ve acquired at this camp?”

“You wound me, Flynn.”

“I know you, Seward. There’s a difference.”

“If only any of them were enough to steal my heart, but I fear I’m too much a fool for that,” he lamented, his gaze lingering on her for a moment too long. The words sent a pang to her stomach, but she had no idea how to respond. Then, quieter, “I didn’t speak for you, back with Attis, did I? Make an assumption? I know I do that sometimes.”

“What do you mean?”

He moved across the room, draping his cloak over her shoulders—he must’ve seen the goosebumps rising on her arms. “I’m not forcing you into an early retirement against your will?”

The laugh that bubbled out of her was half hysteria, half exhaustion. “Me? Stay here? Without you? Not a chance.”

But that uncertainty hadn’t gone. He picked up the little hammer Leonie had used to check their reflexes and fiddled with it, his thumb rubbing at a ridge in the metal. “Six months would’ve been nice,” he said doubtfully.

She laid a hand over his, releasing another pulse of power that made his eyes flick shut. “Forever will be nicer.”

His eyes opened, hazy and indistinct. “Grey, when I said—”

The supply pack hit Grey in the arm. Kier jumped back. Grey grabbed the pack, flipped through it and nodded. “Thanks,” she said to Leonie, sliding down from the exam table as the other woman came back into the room.

“Can I have a moment with you, Hand?” Leonie asked. “I have a med kit for your travels, things to run through. Attis sent a brief—you’ll be the healer?”

“You know more than me,” Kier said.

“Go on,” Grey said. “I’ll be along.”

He looked at her for a second, and she remembered that he’d been in the middle of saying something—possibly something important. But he didn’t protest. He took his cloak back, pushing hers toward her. “I’ll start packing up,” he said.

Leonie didn’t move until they were alone. When Kier was gone and enough time had passed that he was safely out of earshot, she leaned her good hip against the exam table.

“It’s not a reassignment, is it?” she asked. She set the healer’s bag on the table and opened it. Grey took a cursory glance, taking in the sachets of herbs, the tiny jars of salve.

“I can’t say.”

Leonie made a small noise in her throat. “They had me check the prisoner for injuries.”

That caught Grey’s attention. “And? Is she in good health?”

“Yes, mostly. A few cuts and bruises, and her shoulder was dislocated when she arrived—whatever Luthar did to her, they didn’t do it kindly. She has had dental work done. Looks like it was performed on the continent.”

“The continent?”

“Mm. They use different materials. It’s easy to see, if you know what to look for.”

Grey turned this over. It wouldn’t be unexpected for the lost daughter of Locke to seek refuge in the continent—it just wasn’t what happened.

“A few other inconsistencies. I left you notes.”

She chewed her lip. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because we’re friends,” Leonie said, with no hint of irony. She hesitated, looking up at Grey with a solemn expression. “And I hope, someday, if you have need of me—”

“Leonie…”

But Leonie only raised a hand to Grey’s cheek. “You’re not a normal well either, Hand Captain.”

Six years of serving Kier across nearly a dozen assignments, and no one had discovered her—yet in this camp, it felt everyone was suspicious. What had changed? What had slipped? Or was it only that she’d let her guard down, that she’d let others get close to her?

Grey smiled sadly, catching Leonie’s hand. “I’m obviously far better-looking.”

Leonie rolled her eyes, the moment broken. “You spend too much time with the captain. Now, stop your flirting, and come here and say goodbye.”

It was not often appropriate, in the army, to depart with a hug. But Grey so rarely found others on assignments that she cared for, that she liked. So when Leonie opened her arms, Grey didn’t hesitate to tuck herself against the other woman, to let herself be embraced.

“Write to me, if you can,” Leonie said.

“If I can,” Grey said instead of a smart-ass retort, which she thought was very noble of her.

“And be safe,” Leonie added against her hair. Grey did not bother to respond to that, because on this mission, safety was very much outside of her control.
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Sorry it’s taken me so long to write. You know how things are. Kier is fine, and I am fine, and there’s nothing to report that I wouldn’t have to redact later. You probably know too much already because Kier tells you/Lo/Pia everything anyway. So I guess this is me saying that we are still, unfortunately, alive and at war.

Letter from Hand Captain Grey Flynn to Imarta Flynn, 15 years PD
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THEY SET OUT AN hour later, moving quietly out of the far side of camp, heading north. It was the only instruction Attis had given them, besides Stay alive and deliver the girl: north first, to put distance between them and the encampment; then east, toward the mountains and the sea. Anything else, she told them stiffly, was up to Kier.

Later, as he’d adjusted the straps of her bag, he’d met Grey’s eye. Deferring to her judgment, as usual.

“Follow Attis’s directions for now,” she said quietly. Kier nodded.

Now, they trudged on, off the main roads, on a small path that farmers from this area once used to bring their wares to the port, when the port belonged to Scaela. It was overgrown, but at least they were not up to their knees in mud.

Grey barely knew herself out of her black-trimmed Hand’s cloak or the armor of the Scaelan army. She would not admit it to anyone, but she missed the familiar weight of the leather, the scuffed armor broken in by ages of sweat and battle. Now, she wore a loose-fitting rough-spun shirt and a leather vest buckled over her stomach—the closest thing she could find to armor without actually reaching for her breastplate and helm. The trousers were black, just nearly too thin for the season, but at least she had her well-worn boots, and they were dry for once. She kept her knives on her belt and her sword across her back, like the merchants wore them. It wasn’t unusual for travelers in these parts to be armed: with the military’s attention diverted elsewhere, there was no one to keep the paths or the main roads clear of bandits.

She and Kier walked in front, followed by Ola and Brit on either side of the girl, then Eron at the back. The prisoner was out of her dirty travel clothes and wearing a new thick gray dress and too-big coat. Glancing at her, Grey was reminded of the uncanny feeling of seeing her on the battlefield, wearing Kier’s armor; how much she then looked like a child.

Attis had handed something over to Kier upon their departure with a quiet word, which Kier explained to the others as he opened his hands to reveal cuffs.

“They’ll hurt,” he told them and the girl as he strapped them to her wrists with unshaking hands. He didn’t seem to care that she had stabbed him only days before. “A constant flow of magic needs to run through them—Grey and I will take the first shift, then Ola and Brit. But if she strays too far, they’ll do some damage.”

Ola had winced. Grey had not.

After the cuffs were secure, Grey had looked the girl straight in the face and said, “I’ll need your name.”

“Maryse,” she said, her voice high and clear. Grey had not quite been able to figure out her accent. It had taken Grey herself months, when she first settled in Scaela, to eradicate any traces of the burr of her own, but the prisoner’s accent bore no trace of the Isle.

“Something else,” Grey said, flippant.

Only then did the other girl look at her, ice-chip eyes sad and empty. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

Grey gritted her teeth. “It matters to us,” Ola said. She glanced at Kier, and seeing no sign of protest, she took a step forward. She pulled the girl’s coat tighter around her shoulders (did no one remember that she’d just stabbed Kier? Was Grey the only one who carried that?) and wrapped a scarf about her neck. “What would you like to be called?”

“Sela,” the girl said finally.

So Sela she was, and now they walked.

“So,” Brit said, not too long after they left Mecketer, loud enough that they all could hear. Grey startled, already lost in her own thoughts. “What are our roles, Captain?”

Kier glanced up at Brit, then at Grey, then back at Brit. He seemed just as lost as Grey felt. “What?”

“Our roles. Responsibilities. What are we in charge of?”

“The prisoner,” Grey said flatly, ignoring the frightened look Sela aimed in her direction. “We’re in charge of the prisoner, and making sure she doesn’t die. And that we don’t either.”

The group flattened a little, forming more of a line than a pod. “It’s not a true quest if we don’t have our own roles.” Brit smirked at Grey, their bright blue eyes sparkling. Next to them, Ola rolled her own eyes. Grey had noted Ola’s power early on when the pairing had joined Kier’s company, and in turn, Brit’s humor. She was never really certain what to do with people who were funny rather than just bitter, self-deprecating, or sarcastic—they always left her feeling a little on the back foot, like she wasn’t sure if they could genuinely be trusted.

She wasn’t sure if Brit could be trusted.

“It’s not a quest,” Grey said. “It’s a mission.”

But Kier glanced down the line, then at Grey, then at the girl, and Grey realized he was actually going along with this. “Well,” he said, considering. “Flynn is our healer, for obvious reasons. That, at least, was assigned. And I’m in charge. What other roles are there?”

A pause.

Brit elbowed Ola in the ribs. “I can… navigate?” Ola offered, uncertain.

“That would mean handing over the maps,” Kier said.

“If I’m navigating, you don’t have to worry about guiding us in the wrong direction.”

“Kier is already good at directions,” Grey said, hoping to put an end to this ridiculous discussion. They didn’t need jobs—they just needed to survive. “And everyone else can just be very good at listening.”

“I’ll care for the weapons,” Brit said. They opened their coat, revealing belts of blades that shone in the sunlight and dark metal axes and thin bars of raw metal. Grey stopped in the middle of the road, shocked despite herself.

“Where did you even get all of that?” Kier asked. “Attis didn’t…”

Brit shrugged. “I made them. I’m a materialist. A metalworker.” Which Grey knew, of course—she knew the affinities of everyone in their company. But she hadn’t realized what Brit was capable of.

She and Kier exchanged a long look. I told you Ola was powerful, Grey tried to convey. They could not have done all of that without a strong well, and I knew she was good, and I told you so.

This mission is fucked, Kier’s expression said, his lips pressed tightly together. Finally, he sighed, raising his eyes skyward. “Okay. Ola, you navigate. Brit, you’re in charge of weaponry. Fastria?”

Eron looked up. He was quieter than the others, and always had been—when he was promoted to be one of Kier’s officers, Grey had questioned it at first. But whenever he did open his mouth, it was like he always said the right thing, at exactly the right time. She’d wondered sometimes what he would be like if she was actually in his confidence. Perhaps, on this mission, she would find out.

No. She caught herself—they were not here to become friends, or confidantes. She sent a pulse of annoyance down the tether to Kier, hoping he’d wrap up this foolishness soon.

“I’ll cook, I guess,” Eron said.

Kier raised an eyebrow. “Are you good at cooking?”

“Guess we’ll find out,” Eron said. “I’ve always wanted to try.”

Kiernan, Grey thought at her mage with all possible force.

“And what about me?” Sela asked. Badly timed—Grey turned a glare on her. To her right, Kier sighed.

“Your job is to listen,” Kier said. A beat. “And not piss Flynn off.”

“Not piss Flynn off any further,” Brit amended. It was the only sensible thing they’d said since the retinue left Mecketer.

“Don’t lose focus,” Grey said. She nodded to Kier, and they re-formed their pod around the girl, falling back into silence.

The signs of failure should’ve been obvious, because it was Eron who questioned the mission first, to her surprise—Eron, who was usually much more considered.

He caught up to the pair of them when they were safely in the woods. Eron cleared his throat, looking between the two of them. “Captains? A word?”

Grey and Kier exchanged a glance. Kier nodded. “Yes, Fastria?”

“It’s confidential,” Eron said, rubbing the palm of one hand with the thumb of the other. A nervous tic if Grey had ever seen one.

Kier pulled a trickle of power from her, then drew a sound shield around the three of them. “We’re protected,” he said, his voice going fuzzy for the barest moment.

“Right.” Eron took a deep breath. “The prisoner. She’s meant to be the heir to Locke. But isn’t Maryse… dead?”

Grey winced. “She’s meant to be,” she said. She did not like her own name in so many mouths after so long, distorted by the Scaelan accent.

“Severin lived,” Eron said, pressing forward. “He even wrote to Scaelas. Fled to the continent. No one has ever suspected Maryse of surviving, given the proof. So why are we on a mission to the death to protect her?”

“It is believed, due to recent discoveries,” Kier said shortly, “that the letter from Severin was a forgery.”

He sounded like that, Grey thought grimly, because they knew it was.

“We are to protect the girl and deliver her safely. If Scaelas believes she is the heir to Locke, then we are not to question it,” he went on.

A pause. A beat. Eron ran a hand through his close-cropped hair—another fidget. Perhaps he, like Grey, wore his anxiety in his inability to stay still. “Yes, Captain. Very well.”

“Thank you for your honesty, Eron,” Kier said, the dismissal clear as anything. When Eron fell back, Kier aimed a long, telling look in Grey’s direction.

The truth was, there was a letter. The first time Scaelas’s forces came to Leota, searching all the children for any trace of survivors, Grey was so ill with the pox she was nearly unrecognizable. Imarta had carried her to meet the soldiers, showing her face for only the barest of moments before they demanded she take the contagious girl away. It was a lucky thing she had been far too sick to tether.

The second time the soldiers came, weeks later, she was struck with such unbelievable terror she could hardly move. If they saw her, they would know. If they tethered to her, they would know.

She poured these fears into Kier, who summoned Lot down to their protected cove by the sea. Lot paced as Grey spoke, telling him of Severin’s death, of her own identity, of the destruction of Locke.

Except buried in all of that, she kept one final lie.

“Severin,” she said, finishing. “He was the heir to the Isle. He was a well, too. I was just… the extra. A backup.” She let Lot comfort her as she cried, ignoring the seed of guilt that grew in her stomach. She watched Kier’s face as he heard the lie, believed it, swallowed it down.

Finally, Lot asked, “Do you want to go to Scaelas?”

“No,” she said, voice cracking. “I don’t know if it’s safe.”

He nodded then, a decision made. He was twelve, nearly thirteen, and to Kier and Grey, he was the smartest person they’d ever known.

“Then here’s what we’ll do,” he said. “Grape, go and get parchment. Good parchment. Kier, bring me Ma’s sealing wax. I will write a letter to the High Lord saying I’m your brother, asking him to leave me alone. That way, it looks like Severin survived, and they’ll stop looking for you. Maybe they’ll take the letter to heart and stop searching entirely.”

Grey blinked at him. “How can we be sure they’ll believe it?”

“Do you know your brother’s true name?”

True names are for Hands and husbands. But Severin was dead, so what did it even matter?

“Yes,” she said. Then, chewing her lip, “And diplomatic symbols. I know the one for my mother’s line. It will get the letter to Scaelas faster.”

“Then Scaelas will know it, too, and he’ll believe it.”

“Yes. I can show you how to make it,” Grey allowed. “And Sev’s signature.”

It was the only good option, and they couldn’t think of another. So Grey fetched parchment and writing instruments, and Kier got the sealing wax. Lot wrote the letter, because he was the oldest and his handwriting was the nicest, and Grey taught him Sev’s true name and signature, then drew the lines of Locke’s symbol under the forgery.

After, Lot decided it would be too close to send the letter from Leota, so the trio packed a single bag and slipped out of the Seward house after dark. They walked inland all night, ducking into ditches and behind bushes when they saw others on the road.

An hour after dawn, they reached a minuscule village. Lot went alone to send the letter. When he returned, he took Grey’s hand and they made the long walk back. On their return, they found Pia and Laurella and Imarta angrier than they ever had been before. Imarta left the punishments to Pia and Lo, because she was barely more than a girl herself, and she knew little of raising children.

That night, they went to bed grim-faced and silent, holding their secret, mad at one another and themselves in the way of children caught misbehaving—but it was worth it. The plan worked, in some ways. After that day, no one went looking for Maryse again.

It failed in some ways, too—because they never stopped looking for Severin.

After a few hours, Ola moved up to the front of the group, trading places with Grey, so she and Kier could mutter and argue over the map. They came to a place where the path ran parallel to the wood. Kier turned, finding Grey’s eye, and she nodded. Kier led them into the wood. The route through the underbrush was too narrow to walk three abreast, so Brit and Grey let Eron and the prisoner go ahead and followed behind. Grey waited, tense—she was certain Brit would break the silence between them soon enough.

She was unsurprised when they finally cracked. “What will you do with your six months of leave?” they asked.

So Attis hadn’t told the others about Kier’s proposition, what he and Grey would get. Grey filed that away for later chewing.

“Sleep,” she said. She was still feeling irritable, but also a bit bad about how sharply she had spoken earlier. A conversation with Brit would not kill her—and perhaps it would help her uncover what lay under their humor.

Brit snorted. “That would be something. And then a new assignment… Can’t say I’m sad to go. That place was a shithole.”

Grey wrinkled her nose, stepping delicately over a tree root. The last thing she needed was to sprain her ankle on the first day. “I’m just glad to be out of the mud,” she admitted.

“Where were you before?”

“Karlot. Then Orakey before that. We were at Grislar on our first assignment.”

“Ah. Familiar territory.”

Grey shrugged. She’d never much liked Grislar—it was too close to Locke. She’d grown up near the coast, always aware that Locke was there, but in Grislar she had to look at the place where it had once been. They were higher on the cliffs, with the camp built backing the sea, so sometimes she’d wake up to the smell of phantom smoke in the air. It was a sensation all of the wells claimed to have, looking uneasily over their shoulders as they discussed it over bowls of mealy porridge at breakfast.

The other wells, she realized soon enough, did not hear the screams that came along with the smoke.

That was the assignment when Kier had promised her, after night after night of nightmares, that they wouldn’t go back.

She glanced up, saw the back of his head. She didn’t resent him for it, for the fact that he couldn’t keep his promises. Perhaps she just had to stop asking him for things he couldn’t control.

“It’s also a shithole,” she said apologetically. “Or at least it was when we were there, and I doubt the situation has improved.”

Brit sighed, looking up through the trees. “My first was Lanavin.”

Grey quirked an eyebrow. “Oh?” She’d heard of it: no one wanted to go to Lanavin. In fact, it wasn’t unheard of for soldiers to be sent there strictly for punishment. She herself had been threatened with it more than once. “How was that?”

Brit simply looked at her. There was no use speaking of the blood when they were out of it.

“Here’s hoping Grislar has improved,” they said.

Grey snorted. “Doubtful.”

In a lower tone—though it didn’t matter, Grey thought, because Ola and Kier had moved from conversing over the map to arguing over the map, and Eron was now arm in arm with their prisoner, quietly asking her questions she didn’t answer about her schooling—Brit asked, “What do you know of Locke?”

She had to stop jumping every time someone mentioned it. She had to get used to it. Not in public, but they’d want to talk about it within their retinue. There was no way Ola and Brit and Eron would not have a single word to say about their mission. Perhaps she didn’t trust them, but she had to figure out a way to dance around the topic all the same.

“Not much,” she lied. “I was a child when it happened.”

“But you and the captain—you’re from the seaside, aren’t you?”

“We are. Kier remembers better than me.”

“Who do you think did it?”

Grey raised her eyes skyward, looking at the dappled sunlight streaming through the trees. Even after all these years, that was the question. No one knew how, exactly, the island had vanished—but the overarching theory was that it hadn’t been unprovoked. All that the few witnesses of its destruction reported was this: a ship was spotted by one of Scaela’s port guards, gliding across the bay toward Locke from an unknown origin. Then, an hour later, it appeared that most of the Isle was on fire. Just as Scaelas was sending his own ships to its aid, there was an explosion, and when the smoke cleared, the Isle was gone.

Evaporated or submerged, it didn’t matter—Locke vanished that day, and no trace of it had been seen since. No bodies. No debris. No survivors. Just a blank span of sea in the Bay of Locke, with nothing remaining of the Obsidian Isle and its thousand-year legacy of power.

Besides her.

“I hope,” she said, “we never know. It doesn’t matter anyways. Locke is gone.”

“She might know,” Brit said quietly, their eyes cutting to Sela.

Grey shrugged. “Maybe.”

Brit must’ve read her discomfort, even if they did not know the reason. “The captain,” they said, switching directions. “You’re from the same town?”

This train of conversation was easier to swallow. “Nearly the same house.”

“What was he like as a boy?”

Grey considered this. She didn’t usually talk to mages other than Kier unless she had to, and she certainly hadn’t since Kier had been raised into command. It wasn’t that she disliked them—but she saw him, how he felt when someone much older than him pushed back, the strain it took for him to claim some semblance of authority. She’d felt it too, but with wells, power was more a sign of authority than age, and she’d always been quietly capable. She was respected because she had power. For all of Kier’s miraculous triumphs on the battlefield with that power, he’d had to fight for every bit of respect he’d garnered.

But this was different. For one thing, Brit wasn’t digging for ammunition to use against him, which Grey might have otherwise suspected—that they were looking for the subject of a joke, or a way to tease him. They already respected Kier. And they couldn’t have been that much older than him either, so it wasn’t that.

Let go, Grey chided herself. Not everyone is trying to hurt you. But her gaze flicked to the prisoner, the girl, Sela, and she bit her tongue.

“The same, in some ways,” she said. Then, before she could stop herself, “He was always kind. Even to me. Even to his brother. Even when he didn’t have to be.”

“Mm.” Brit walked in silence for a few paces, long enough that Grey figured they’d ceased the need to talk and could continue the rest of the day’s journey in relative quiet. “I think I’ve forgotten how to be kind.”

Grey looked at them as if seeing them for the first time, taking in the shorn shimmer of their pale hair, traced through by and growing oddly around scars that had long since healed. She understood their humor now, despite herself. It was a mask over the anger they all carried, the fear. It was its own kind of armor.

She glanced at the four ahead, at Ola’s laughing face—she and Kier had finished their argument with some success—and the prisoner’s drawn, angry mouth. She flexed her hand, remembering the feeling of the girl’s hair in her grip. “I don’t think I ever knew,” she confessed.

It was easy to be lulled into a false sense of security, to forget it wasn’t just an adventure, especially now that she had warmed somewhat to Brit’s unfailing optimism and noted how it spread so easily to the others.

The Scaelan south was not much to look at, but in comparison to Grey’s memories of Locke, it was verdant and green. They would reach the foothills of the Aloducan peaks in a few days’ time, according to Kier’s calculations, but for now, they were cutting through miles of forests interspersed with rolling hills of green grasses and grazing sheep, past stands of closely crowded trees. They were careful to avoid the villages, choosing farmers’ fields and bits of woodland to travel through instead.

The night came too quickly in the wood, and Kier paused in a small clearing, just big enough for the six of them, and declared, “This will do.”

“No town?” Eron asked. Grey glanced around at the ferns creeping into the clearing, the shady canopy of birch and ash that hung above. It wasn’t muddy, which made it immediately better than Mecketer.

“Not tonight,” Kier said. “I want to stay in the wild a bit longer.”

They unpacked their bedrolls and Eron set to food preparation, using Brit and Ola to heat the pot of thick reconstituted gruel without lighting a fire. He whistled as he stirred, rifling through the supply kit and adding a mysterious combination of things to the pot. Grey watched with resignation as the gruel turned a frightening shade of gray, speckled with unknown herbs.

“Are you sure this was a good idea?” she muttered to Kier. “Leaving Eron in charge of feeding us?”

“I refuse to be the one to break his heart,” Kier whispered back. But he did go to his own pack and slipped her a bit of dried fruit when no one was looking.

“We’ll take the first watch,” he said, louder, so the others could hear. Grey turned away, pretending to search through her pack for another knife as she chewed on the leathery strips of apple and apricot. “Ola, can you and Brit handle the cuffs for a while?”

“Of course, Captain,” Ola said.

“Kier,” he corrected. They all paused, glancing at him uneasily. Kier shifted his weight. “We’re not in a position for titles. So, Kier. Just Kier, or Seward, if you have to.”

“Right. Sorry.”

Once she had swallowed the last of her haul, Grey checked that the others were thoroughly occupied as she retrieved her healing kit. “Sela?”

The girl looked up from watching Eron stir. Grey felt Kier’s gaze on her, and the question within it.

“Leonie said you have some injuries in need of care,” she said, clipped as ever. She was investigating, and she would do her job to the letter—it didn’t mean she had to be nice about it. “Ola, could you restrain the girl?”

“Is that necessary?” Ola asked.

Grey stood, kit in one hand, eyes hard as flint. “Need I remind you,” she said, leaning into the authority she so rarely used, “that she nearly killed Kier?” Was she the only one who remembered this?

“Flynn,” Kier sighed.

But Grey held firm. Leonie didn’t know who this girl was—and until Grey did, she would not let her guard down. There was no reason for someone to just pretend to be Locke with no reason for it.

“She has the cuffs,” Eron said.

“Doesn’t stop her from attacking me,” Grey pointed out.

“I won’t hurt you,” Sela said quietly. Grey didn’t bother with a response—she’d like to see the girl try.

But Ola only held Grey’s gaze for a moment longer, then went in her bag for a length of rope.

“In front of her, please,” Grey said. Her shoulder was probably still sore, and that was a mercy she could grant her. When Sela was bound, Grey went to her and hauled her up by her good arm. “I’ll take her for some privacy. Kier, a light?”

She felt the thin trickle of power and then the light flared cool and blue in Kier’s hands. “Need backup?” he asked.

She could tell from his look that he was displeased about her tying Sela up, but he wasn’t going to say anything about it in front of the others. She didn’t want to hear it alone, either.

“No.”

She led the prisoner a little ways away to the edge of the clearing, still within open view of the camp. She nodded to a fallen tree trunk thick with moss. “There,” she said, “please.”

The girl lowered herself to the trunk. Kier’s magelight was, as always, a neat piece of work: Grey could see, and the girl probably could too, but no one more than a few feet outside of its warm glow would be able to catch it. She felt the threads of magic within it, his work tidy as ever. She set the magelight next to Sela and crouched in front of her.

Leonie had left detailed accounts of her examination. “I should put you in a sling,” Grey murmured, looking through the notes, then up at the girl. Sela was small in stature, fine-boned—she looked too breakable to be a soldier. Grey suspected that she hadn’t been conscripted at all before she was taken captive. “Let me check for swelling.”

She eased the coat off the girl’s shoulders—awkward when Sela’s hands were bound, but she wasn’t compromising on that point just yet—and probed with her fingertips, pausing only for a moment when she heard Sela’s quick indrawn breath.

“It’ll still be tender,” Grey said.

“Can you give me anything for the pain?” Sela asked, surprising Grey with her trust. Grey could just as easily slip her poison. “Polla weed? Something like that?”

Grey blinked, hesitating before she caught herself. “Yes,” she said after a moment. “I’ll make you a solution when we get back to the fire.”

She let go of Sela’s shoulder and pulled the coat back up, then worked through the rest of her injuries carefully, applying antiseptic salve and a new dressing to the wound on her shin, rebandaging the broken skin on the knuckles of one hand. Sela was quiet the whole time, her heart too fast in her chest.

“Done,” Grey said, sitting back on her heels.

Sela’s head snapped up. She was on guard, tense, and probably for good reason. Grey had, after all, threatened to kill her.

Something was shifting inside of her, something she didn’t like at all and would not acknowledge to Kier or any of the others. Sela’s eyes were wide and blue, her chin sharp, her face round and young. The severe cut of her hair did nothing to make her appear any older—if anything, she looked like a girl in need of protection.

Grey sighed. She untied the restraints and moved the girl’s arm carefully, refashioning the rope into a sling. She could hold a grudge with the best of them, but cruelty didn’t suit her.

“Do not give me any reason to distrust you,” she said, annoyed with herself. “You’ll be tied right back up again before you can blink.”

“Understood,” Sela said, her voice very small.

Grey nodded and hauled the girl back up. At camp, Eron had finished cooking the beige abomination and was spooning it into a line of collapsible bowls. Grey stopped to mix some of Leonie’s pain-reducing solution with water and handed it to Sela. After, she took the bowl she was given with a quick nod and thanks, then settled against a tree at the edge of camp with her food, the magelight and the stack of Leonie’s notes on all of their previous injuries. If she was to be the team medic, it was good for her to be informed.

It only took her two mouthfuls to decide that making Eron the cook was a terrible idea, but it was too late to change things now. Grey leaned back, setting her bowl aside for now, listening to the nighttime sounds of the forest: the rustling of small animals in the ferns and brush, a creek babbling nearby. Against her tree, the air smelled of autumn: leaves decaying into rich soil, and the barest bite of winter on the wind.

The others chatted idly in soft tones while they ate: Eron and Brit compared notes on previous assignments; Ola held a one-sided conversation with the silent girl about a pastry shop in Grislar. Kier was off on the perimeter watch, tethered to Grey but not pulling any magic since they’d switched with Brit and Ola for Sela’s cuffs, the connection dormant but still comforting.

She flipped through Leonie’s notes. There was nothing dramatic: Eron had suffered a concussion three months before, so he had an alert for further head wounds. Ola’s left arm had been nearly cleaved off in a previous assignment and the muscle still ached sometimes; Grey made a note to apply a heat compress when they reached the next town. Brit had also had a concussion five months ago, a broken ankle two assignments ago, and recurring but treatable kidney stones due to a run-in with an internal mage on the frontline near Nestria. Then there was Kier: a patchwork of so many injuries over the years that she’d lost count. There was no point in reading them: she knew them all by memory.

She went back to the girl’s papers, searching for Leonie’s report about healed injuries. It was short, perfunctory: none. Nothing. No sign of previous injury. Not even an interesting scar. Sela certainly hadn’t been fighting before: that empty injury report would be nigh impossible if she had. And Leonie was thorough—she’d even noted Kier’s eyebrow scar, even though that had been acquired in childhood.

Grey chewed on her lip, flicking back to another page: Leonie’s notes on Sela’s general well-being. She ran her finger over the writing, careful not to smudge the ink. She read the line again, Missing third molar, no sign of surgery, and her tongue immediately traced the place where her own back molars had come in—and been removed—only a couple of years before. Further down, Leonie noted that she’d employed help from a bone mage to make sure nothing had been broken. There, she’d written, Humeral head unfused, and included a diagram.

It stirred a memory within Grey, of one of her worst days as a healer. She had been called out of her bed and taken to a back room in the fortress full of tables laid with bones. There, the lead healer of the camp had asked for her help: they’d found the remains in a village nearby, the flesh picked away by scavengers. It was her job to determine how many of the bones belonged to children, make an assessment of the sex of the assorted bodies and find any other nuances in the remains, in the hopes that relatives could be informed. They had worked for hours trying to line the bodies up, Grey’s mind clouded with the progression of bones and how they grew in the body until she could barely think of anything else.

She sat now staring at nothing until her eyes went dry with strain. She stared until someone nudged her on the shoulder and she looked up to find Eron standing over her.

“You should finish eating,” he said kindly. “Do you want to join the ca— Kier on the first watch?”

She fussed with the papers, putting them in order before she buried them at the bottom of her kit. “Yeah, I have to be awake if he’s on watch—can’t siphon without me and all,” she said. Eron probably knew quite a bit about mages and wells, but not being one himself, she wasn’t sure how aware he was of the technicalities. It was true that a normal mage couldn’t draw on their well if they were sleeping, but with Kier bound to her, that left another loophole. She got up, knees popping, and took the med kit back to her bedroll.

The others had finished their food and were settling in for the night. Grey should’ve made more of an effort to talk, to get to know them—but this wasn’t a mission for friendship.

They’d arranged their bedrolls in a haphazard formation with Sela at the center. The girl was already down, lying on her uninjured shoulder, eyes closed but not asleep. Brit and Ola were on either side of her, angled in, with Eron at her head.

“Everyone feeling okay before I head off on watch?” Grey asked. She kept her head low as she searched her pack, coming up with the stub of a pencil and a ragged notebook she’d purchased in a mountain village three assignments ago.

“Mmph,” Brit muttered, burying their face in the jumble of a coat they were using as a pillow.

“Would love a cup of tea,” Ola said, one arm thrown over her face to block out what little glow emanated from the dimming magelight.

“Fuck off,” Grey said kindly. She pressed her hand on the magelight to take the power back into herself, evaporating the glow, then set off toward the perimeter, where Kier lurked, pausing on the edge of camp to scribble.

She found him perched on a stump, worrying at the hilt of a knife as he stared into the darkness. She slipped him a mug of gruel and the note she’d written. “I’ll take care of the other side,” she said. “Sharp pull when you need me. Pass and switch whenever.”

Kier winced around his first sip of stodgy porridge. She should’ve watered it down. “God. Three weeks of this?”

“Two if we’re lucky.”

“We won’t be.” They never were.

“It’s your fault,” Grey muttered, “for allowing them to treat it as a quest.”

Kier cast her a wounded look. “If it gives them the morale to survive? I’m not taking it back.”

She didn’t bother responding. She moved quietly through the perimeter of the camp, her eyes soft and searching in the darkness. It had taken her a while to adjust to the forests of Scaela. The Isle of Locke was a scrabbly, mountainous thing, half cliff and sea spray. The trees that grew there were sparse and tall, so she could see her brother even halfway across the old patch of growth they called the Ghostwood, which separated the fortress from the Isle’s villages. Severin, seven years older than her and barely more than a boy when he died, used to take her into the largest of the villages when they had time away from tutors and lessons. She remembered holding his hand as they made their way through the scant forest, listening to the scream of the wind (on Locke, the wind was always screaming) as Sev tried his best to convince her they wouldn’t be eaten by ghosts. Sometimes they’d go off the trail, into the trees, all the way past the little creek to the circular clearing, climbing over the ruins of the temple that lurked on the cliff’s edge. That was where all Lockes were buried, all the way back as far as they went, all the way to the first well.

It hurts my stomach, Grey, then Maryse, always said when they went there. She didn’t like to go in, didn’t like the feeling of a cavern opening all the way inside of her, like it would turn her inside out and swallow her up.

It’s nice, Sev said. He liked to raise flowers there, when they went, and little saplings that bent to him. It was the only place on the Isle that she could remember being rife with color, from Sev’s flowers. Everything else was unchanging, steely gray, from the sky to the stone of the cliffs to the angry expanse of the sea.

Far off in the distance, depending on where they were on the Isle, they could see Cleoc Strata or Scaela or Luthar or Eprain. There was only one bit, far up in the highest reaches of the Barrens, the part of the Isle uninhabited and covered by rocky cliffs and thin trees, where they could look out and see nothing but sea.

That’s where I want to go, Sev said.

Where?

Anywhere but here.

She hadn’t realized, when she was only a girl, how difficult it had been for Severin. In the tradition of the Isle, the heir to the title and its power would not be declared publicly until all children in consideration were fully grown. Until that came to pass, all eligible children were kept on the Isle for their own protection, apart from closely guarded diplomatic journeys. With seven years separating Grey and her brother, he had a long time to wait before he could officially either take up the role of Locke or leave the Isle and its customs behind for her to rule.

They never made it that far. The heir to the Isle was never revealed. On the mainland, it was assumed that Severin was the true heir, that he would inherit; after all, in the rest of Idistra, inheritance followed the right of primogeniture.

In Leota, there hadn’t been much more in the way of forests. Cliffs overlooked the stony beach, and the rest was seagrass and scrubby old rock. She remembered the long ride to the training camps, her arm pressed to Kier’s in the convoy as they wound toward the mountains, further from Locke than she’d ever been before. They stopped to stretch their legs and they were in the middle of a wood, trees stretching on either side and high above, so thick and dense that she worried they’d all fall in on her.

But now she’d been everywhere, seen every terrain Scaela had to offer. Forests were no longer unfamiliar, and she found she liked them. There was something peaceful here that she’d never found by the sea—she could move through the trees without her heart in her throat.

For years, she looked at every single view, forcing away that awful thought that Severin had never gotten to see any of it. That he died only really knowing the Isle.

Grey eased into the monotony of the watch and the pain of her own unceasing guilt, scanning the forest ahead, moving every so often. Her sword was drawn, but there was no need to use it.

When her joints were just beginning to ache, she heard a stirring in the wood. She searched for the source and saw Kier cutting through the brush before her. He slipped the note back to her, stub of graphite wrapped inside.

“Switch,” he said. Grey nodded and moved away. At her new post, she checked the note and frowned.

The girl’s shoulder joint is unfused

MEANING? EXPLAIN LIKE I’M A CHILD

There was no point in saying she’d talked him through this process hundreds of times before purely out of boredom. Kier had not lived her life, her training: he had not been brought the bones of lost villages like she had; he had never been asked if there were children among the dead.

Twice more in the deep hours of night, they switched positions and notes. When Grey’s eyes were heavy, she gripped the tether between them and sent two pulses of exhausted power in Kier’s direction. She felt an answering two pulses and turned back to camp.

He caught her just outside the clearing and handed her the note. She skimmed over it.

Like a child: shoulder ball fuses to arm bone. Full fusion happens in late teens. The girl has too big a gap. Her bones are too young.

WHEN DID L GO?

16 yrs

IT’S ALMOST YOUR BIRTHDAY

She looked up at him, gaze steely. “That’s not the point.”

Kier shrugged. He took the note back, and with a fine twist of his fingers, the paper burned in a quick, flameless burst and crumbled to ash.

“She was probably a baby when Locke disappeared, if she was alive at all,” Kier said quietly. “You got all of this from, what? Bones?”

“Mm.”

He sighed.

“To be discussed,” she said, turning back toward camp.

“To be shared?”

Grey hesitated. “Not yet.”

She followed his tracks through the darkness back to camp. He roused Ola and Brit while she stretched out on her bedroll. The rough-spun shirt she wore was uncomfortable, but she’d deal: they each only had space for one other change of clothes in their packs, so she wouldn’t switch until they had the time and means to properly wash.

Sela and Eron slept soundly, Eron snoring just slightly. After a moment of consideration, Grey abandoned her own bedroll and slipped into Ola’s recently vacated pile of blankets instead, putting herself closer to Sela in case the girl tried to escape in the middle of the night. Years of training had made Grey a light sleeper. Plus, Ola’s blankets were already warm.

Kier mirrored her, slipping into Brit’s bedroll and turning on his side to look at Grey over Sela’s head.

She looked back.

The corner of his mouth quirked up and she tried not to read too much into it, first because it was half scar tissue, after all; and second because they’d gone to sleep like this every night for years, face-to-face and sometimes closer, though never with someone between them like Sela was now. Maybe it was because they were out of camp and only three weeks of gruel and hiking stood between them and the rest of their lives, but she ached for him to reach out and push the hair out of her face like he sometimes did when they were on the edge of sleep, as if he couldn’t bear to drift off without seeing her face.

Somehow, in the indeterminate haze of Eron’s snoring and Sela’s measured breathing and the liquid hazel of Kier’s gaze, Grey fell asleep.







The situation in Idistra has become beyond unstable. It’s their fault for destroying the very root of their power—I cannot think of a single other nation that would do something so unbelievably foolish. I will be surprised if any magic survives this war as the nation states continue to cannibalize. It’s been years, and there’s been no sign of that boy—chances are he’s either far from here, or dead.

Nowhere in this damned island feels safe. Our own lord is still impulsive with his anger, and still bitter with grief.

Official report from Piotr Ralkonikov, Ruskayan ambassador to Scaela, 3 years PD



[image: Two stylized, metallic-looking hands with articulated fingers are positioned on either side of a detailed anatomical heart. The hands are adorned with decorative elements at the wrists. The heart is centrally located between the hands.]









ten

[image: A detailed illustration of a human heart, showing the main body and several arteries branching out. The heart is depicted with intricate line work, highlighting its anatomical features such as veins and arteries.]



FOR THREE DAYS, THEY followed Kier and Ola’s bickering negotiations through the forest. Grey found herself mildly amazed. She herself had the directional awareness of a blindfolded toddler dropped mapless into the middle of Nestria at all times, without exception. She didn’t know how either managed (though she couldn’t fully discount some odd magical transference from the number of cartographers Kier had reportedly fucked). After the first day of monotonous walking and night of watch shifts, no one seemed keen on talking, so they passed the time in relative silence, with the occasional remark from Ola or Eron about a nice bird or plant.

If Sela spoke at all, Grey did not hear it.

“Be on guard,” was all Kier said to the group.

When they stopped to eat the first of their mid-morning rations, he showed Grey their location on the map. The distance between them and the encampment was miserably short, the distance between their location and Grislar frustratingly far, and they still had the mountains to worry about.

“We’ll have to pick up the pace,” he murmured to her.

Out of the woods, they kept carefully alert for signs of other travelers. They were on an infrequently used supply road, so it was hours before they saw anyone else; even then, only a handful of travelers shared the road with them, and all traveled in the opposite direction. Few were going to the mountains at this time of year, when the shepherds were leading their flocks down from the hills, which made them more conspicuous than Kier liked, and on the morning of the fourth day, he directed them back to the wood, parallel to the road, until the trees ran out.

Grey’s back ached so much that Kier kept eying her, clearly feeling her discomfort through the tether. When their afternoon rest came, he insisted on shouldering her pack. On the next bladder relief break, Grey was grimly unsurprised to find the onset of her monthly and instantly annoyed she’d given Kier her pack.

“Need something?” Eron asked, catching her grimace. He unshouldered his own pack and dug around in it for his pouch of supplies. “Take what you need. Mine is finished.”

Grey thanked him with all the gratitude she could manage when caught with her trousers down.

When they rejoined the group, she allowed Kier to re-tether, cursing the sluggishness of her power and her craggy irritability, which possibly had more to do with the fact that she’d spent the better part of the week sleeping on the dirt and hadn’t changed her clothes in as many days. Kier took one look at her face and sighed.

“I think,” he said, “we need a supply run. A night in an inn, if we can. We’ll be starting on the hills tomorrow—I want everyone rested.”

No one actively cheered, but the slackened shoulders and tired smiles were just as clear as any sign of relief. After Kier’s declaration, he and Ola bent over the map, tracing along the path once more until he said, “That’ll do. There should be somewhere for travelers on the road to Pista.”

Grey had never heard of Pista. It wasn’t a surprise—they were in the middle of the country, in the nowhere of farmers’ fields, the exhausted recovery zone for those who couldn’t be bothered with the fighting or who’d left the army years before but still grew the food and paid the taxes to support them.

They found an inn by late afternoon. It was alone, not even in a village, which was probably why Kier had chosen it.

“Will we be noticed here?” Grey asked.

He sighed. “Hopefully not. It seems to only be travelers.” He didn’t tell her that they were stopping because she was tired, grumpy, and in pain and he wanted her to rest—he didn’t have to.

She sighed, knocking her shoulder against his arm.

The windows of the tavern glowed with warmth, and the smell of roasting meat and grain was enough to send Grey’s stomach grumbling the instant it hit her nose. The other four dragged two tables together while Grey and Kier went to the counter to inquire about rooms. There were a few others in the tavern, and Grey regarded them carefully as they waited: a pair of sunburned farmers with pints of ale in the corner and a woman and a child eating dinner near the door. Grey kept her eyes open, but she did not feel as if they were threatening.

The tavern keeper, when she appeared, was a bracing woman with a crooked nose and three fingers missing on her left hand. Ex-soldier, Grey surmised, based on both the missing fingers and the sword bolted to the wall behind the keeper’s head, a twin to the ones Grey and Kier wore across their backs, except hers was mutilated and bent out of shape from some long-over battle.

“My companions and I are passing through. Do you have any rooms?” Kier asked in his soft, pleasant voice, the one Grey internally referred to as his “charm the pants off your mother” tone. It had worked, unfortunately, on more than one mother and at least one father, though she could not confirm or deny if all had affinities for mapmaking.

The keeper eyed them shrewdly. “What’s the nature of your journey?” she asked in a voice sharp enough to cut glass.

Kier doubled down, leaning his arm against the counter, that smirk working up on his mouth. “I’ve just been honorably released,” he said, not clarifying—there was only one profession that someone could be released from in Scaela. And though Kier was too young by far for release unless he’d been seriously injured, not all career-ending ailments were visible. “My wife”—he put an arm around Grey and dragged her against him, and she ignored both the way her heart tripped at the title and the way he said it—“and her sisters and their families—we’re resettling. Looking for a patch of family land left in the mountains.”

It wasn’t an unfamiliar story. Many a family estate had been abandoned when the children were sent to fight. Not all of them lived to return.

The innkeeper regarded them for a long moment. It made Grey uncomfortable, but the woman probably just didn’t want to rent rooms to bandits, only for them to steal anything not bolted to the floor. She supposed this place had few other travelers.

She tried to look as innocent as possible, leaning further into Kier. His arm tightened around her.

The innkeeper nodded and opened a drawer full of keys. “How many rooms?”

“Two will do,” Kier said, probably because he couldn’t say one without her asking questions about how six adults would fit into a bed. “We’re not rife with resources at the moment.”

Another lie. Grey had seen the bulging mass of coin Attis had given Kier before their journey. They certainly had enough for three rooms—they had enough for each to have their own room, Sela included, but Sela had to be watched at all times, and someone had to stand guard, which would not work if they were split up.

Grey sighed, because Kier was a liar. Two rooms or not, she doubted he was going to let them split up: they were going to squeeze six adults into one bed and she just fucking knew it.

Once they had their keys and the tavern keeper was getting food and drink for everyone, Grey looked up, letting her nose skim the stubble of his jaw—he didn’t usually like to go unshaven, and seeing him like this now, five days into an almost beard, was positively novel. “Thrilling plans for the evening, husband?”

When he laughed, the sound hit her right in the stomach. He adjusted his arm around her waist, slipping it under her coat to pull her fast against him. He pressed a kiss to her temple that was mostly the vibration of his mirth against her skin, and because she had no sense at all, a shiver of excitement fluttered down her spine. “I suppose you could tempt me.”

She rolled her eyes, pulling away before she could let her bruised, crumpled little heart believe him.

The tavern keeper returned with two pitchers of ale and a stack of glasses, saving Grey. She took the drinks back to the others and distributed them while Kier stayed behind to ask about the best places to get supplies, listening as the woman described the path to the next village over. Grey tried her best not to look at him as she settled into her seat, pretending to be interested in Eron and Ola as they debated the relative merits of knuckle guards over gloves.

She sat back, one hand around her ale, and forced herself back into sense.

Flirting wasn’t new. They always flirted. And Kier was the kind of person who required affection for everything: when they were alone, he was always catching her hand or pulling her feet into his lap or rubbing her shoulders or sitting at her feet with his head on her thigh, and they barely went to sleep at night without him pressing his lips to her hand or her forehead or her temple. But that’s how he was. How he always had been.

Beyond that? Nothing. He had always been her right hand, the other half of her, her best friend, the person she knew better physically and mentally than anyone else, and it was clear in every waking moment that he was just as dedicated to her. This was just… this was the line they didn’t cross.

It wasn’t as if they spoke at length about their other dalliances or the nights they spent away from one another. It was just, sometimes he went out after sparring or a late-night patrol and came back in the small hours of the morning, hair wet from washing, and she forced herself not to say anything and was careful not to tether to him then in case any jealous emotions slipped through. She kept it for the light of morning, when it was easier to heckle him without her true feelings escaping.

It was just, she couldn’t fault him. It was so good to feel alive, to feel someone else alive with them when they were so often staring death in the face. Between his rank and his annoyingly undeniable handsomeness, he was never short on offers. And she’d done the same, though not as often, sneaking off with someone like Leonie or a Hand from another company in the brief spans of time when she was certain Kier wouldn’t need her, infrequent as those were. She just couldn’t separate her heart from it unless she was desperate, but when she was desperate, it was almost easy. There happened to be, to her surprise and horror at sixteen, a lot of fucking in the army.

It was just, she wondered. He knew every single thing about her except for that clawing, desperate want. He knew the span of her power, the feeling of her vulnerability, her true name. And she wondered sometimes (more often than she’d ever admit to anyone, let alone herself) what it would be like to be with him.

And Grey was a liar too, because she longed for him. Endlessly, immeasurably, ceaselessly.

She pushed those thoughts away as Kier came closer, but it was like trying to beat back the rising tide. When he sat next to her, his leg casually pressed to hers, she actively considered death as an alternative.

Usually, it was easier to bear. It was the retirement looming, she decided; once they were no longer forced to be together, where would that leave them?

Her thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of food, and silence settled over the group as they ate their first non-beige meal in days. Grey was rather proud of herself for not making any noises of contentment over the thick stew and warm bread, even though the tender meat and potatoes seemed to melt against her tongue. It was far superior to their diet on the road of Eron’s gruel and Grey’s sneakily ingested dried fruit and strips of salted fish.

“I’m a disaster,” Eron announced, sighing.

Ola said, “Generally, or…?”

He sat back, groaning, hands on his stomach. Grey had also eaten too much too quickly. She adjusted, but that just pushed her further into Kier’s side, so she decided it was easier to settle with the discomfort for now. “Give me a new task. Reassign me,” Eron was saying. “I can’t cook for you.”

“That’s why you’re a soldier, not a cook,” Brit said. Grey kicked them under the table—they were not soldiers, not here.

“You didn’t give us much of a choice,” Ola muttered.

“… Didn’t you volunteer for the responsibility?” Kier asked around a sip of ale.

“I like feeling useful,” Eron lamented.

“You do a good job,” Sela said, “with what you’re given.”

That silenced whatever words were forming on Grey’s tongue. She looked at the girl—they all were looking at her—as she ate delicately, in a way that made some alarm go off in Grey’s brain. But she’d spoken. She’d spoken without prompting, and she’d been nice about it.

Sela looked up from her plate, saw their eyes on her and blushed deep red. “Sorry, Captain,” she murmured, ducking her head.

“No, no, it’s a good observation,” Kier said, taking another sip of ale. Grey knew the look in his eyes: he was calculating. She nearly kicked him under the table too.

Though they hadn’t been able to speak in private beyond a few passed notes on their watch shifts, Grey knew the curiosity was killing him. They couldn’t just announce that they knew Sela wasn’t who she said she was, not without revealing that they knew something about Maryse of Locke that they shouldn’t.

His eyes flicked to Grey’s, brows arched. She sighed, but nodded. For now, for this moment, she could play nice.

“Speaking of responsibilities,” she said. “After we finish here. Who is doing what?”

“Like, for the quest?” Brit asked, eyes sparkling.

“Absolutely not,” Grey said, because she still refused to consider this a quest. “Replenishing our supplies.”

“Can you and Brit stay?” Eron asked. “I can acquire the food—thank you for the encouragement, Sela—and Ola can get new clothing, if we can find it. Kier, you can be our devilishly handsome patron.”

“Kind way of asking me to throw my money around,” Kier said. “And accepted.”

Grey swallowed hard. “Ola should stay,” she said. “I can go, if you need another set of hands.”

“Grey,” Kier said, “you need to rest.”

She glanced up at him, betrayed. Even though he knew her exhaustion—she had not been hiding it, through the tether—she could not bear the idea of him going. “Kier—”

“Please,” he said, a touch quieter.

The others looked at her. Kier’s face was carefully blank, but of course he knew what she meant. She hated undermining his authority in public, even though he deferred to her in private more often than not. But if something went wrong, he wouldn’t be able to pull power from Ola any more than he’d be able to pull it from a rock.

Grey swallowed. “It’s only,” she said, “we should have enough here to fully guard our… friend.”

“As always, my Hand is quite right,” Kier said smoothly. “Ola, you stay. Grey, you’re in charge.”

Grey thought about protesting further, but at Kier’s look, her words died on her lips. Any more wrangling would cause suspicion.

But she didn’t like letting him out of her sight, and though Eron was a good fighter—no, a great fighter—she wasn’t sure how safe she felt about this.

“Any medical supplies?” Kier asked, sending a warm rush down the tether. I’ll be fine.

“Bandages, probably,” Grey said, conceding. Because, after all, he was right. She was exhausted, and cramping, and irritable. “Just in case.”

After they finished eating, they made their way up to the two rooms, and Grey was annoyingly grateful when Kier told them the plan: “I want two on guard in the room with Sela, one in the bed with her—sorry, Sela, nothing personal…”

“It absolutely is,” she muttered.

“You stabbed Kier,” Grey reminded her, in case anyone had forgotten, which earned her an exasperated look from her mage.

“… and two off-duty sleeping in the other room. Sleeping. This is not the goddam army.”

Ola said, “It very much is the goddam army.”

“I’m leaving all of you,” Kier announced, separating some of the coin into a smaller pouch, “and walking directly into the sea.”

“That can be arranged,” Brit said from the corner, where they’d sat against the wall and gotten straight to oiling their sword.

Grey did her best not to smile. After days traveling, it was getting more and more difficult to remain distant from the retinue, as she usually did with other soldiers in her command—it was getting more and more difficult not to like them.

Liking them, caring about them—it was a vulnerability she could not afford.

Kier gave one more withering look before he went into the other room to put his pack down and lock up, and Grey was following before she could stop herself. She hesitated in the doorway.

“We’ll take first watch again tonight,” he said, “if that suits.”

“Will you be careful?”

There was something in her voice that made him look up at her, pausing in his search for something in his bag. “Of course,” he said. “I’m always careful.”

Another lie, but she swallowed this one.

He came close to her on his way out of the room, touching her hand with the barest brush of his fingertips. “Two more weeks,” he promised, “and then we’re done. Wherever we want to go. Whatever we want to do.”

She nodded, ignoring all the questions that rose up in her heart at that statement.

He nodded back, the corner of his mouth tugging up, and then he was gone.

There were only so many blades to oil and sharpen, but Grey and Brit did them all, checking the edges on the clothes they planned to burn when they left this place. Ola got the innkeeper’s permission to do the washing, and she went back and forth from upstairs to the wash house across the yard, paying for the use of it by doing some of the inn’s linens alongside their clothing. Sela sat on a chair in the corner, watching them, then watching Ola through the window, but her gaze always returned to linger on Grey.

“How old are you?” she asked suddenly when they were halfway through.

“Who?” Brit asked.

“Both. Either?”

“Classified,” Grey said.

“Twenty-nine,” Brit said with only a small, withering look at Grey.

“This is the knife you stuck in Kier’s intestines,” Grey said cheerfully, holding up one of the short blades, letting it glimmer in the light.

Sela blushed, chewing on her lip. “I don’t think it is,” she said, voice small. “I seem to recall the handle was black, and that one is navy.”

“My mistake. Perhaps this is the one intended for your intestines.”

“Hand… Grey,” Brit chided.

Grey set the blade aside, leaning back against the bed. They were all sitting on the far side of the room, away from the door, Sela in the furthest corner. It was hard not to feel restless with Kier gone, but Grey really had been trying even as she counted the minutes in her head: it was meant to be less than an hour to Pista, then an hour for purchases and errands, and the return journey home. Eron and Kier were trained soldiers, deadly, armed and aware.

“I’m going to check on Ola and get a pitcher of water,” she announced. “Will you be okay in the meantime?”

Brit, another trained, deadly, armed, aware soldier, rolled their eyes. “Yes,” they snapped.

Grey strapped on her sword out of muscle memory, then locked them in just in case and took the key with her. She felt… odd. Uncomfortable. Uncertain why. Sure, she’d been tethered to Kier for the better part of a week, even if he wasn’t pulling power from her, and that was longer than they usually went without a break. But she thought the absence of the tether had more to do with it. Their range, though much larger than other pairs, spanned about the size of Mecketer; a half-mile at most. Kier was on his own, and so was she.

She found Ola sweating over the crank-operated washbasin. It was so loud that Grey had to shout to ask the other woman if she wanted help or needed anything, and Ola only waved her away with a half-smirk. Grey made her way back across the yard, now understanding perfectly the distance between the wash house and the tavern.

She went back to the dining area and leaned against the counter. There were two men there, too, leaning further down, squabbling over a little bag. Grey sighed, digging her nails into the wood. She wished there was water out that she could just take, so she could hurry and return upstairs and away from the men and the coins they were laying out on the counter…

Accents. The little group arguing next to her spoke common Idistran, the language shared by all nations on the island, but they spoke it in Luthrite accents.

Grey froze. Inconspicuously, she tried to look harder, cursing herself for not paying closer attention.

The coins on the counter were auros—gold Luthrite coins. Back when the nations were allied, auros would be accepted here just as easily as Scaelan ornen, with a direct one-to-one exchange rate. But since the wars, no one in Scaela would accept Luthrite auros. No one in Scaela would even carry auros, let alone take them out in a public place. They must’ve brought them from Luthar directly.

And by her calculations, by the place Kier had pointed to on the map, they were many days’ walk from Luthar. Perhaps they were merchants, but this was a sleepy inn with no village, and there was no reason for them to be here… unless.

Unless someone else had evaluated all paths from Mecketer to Grislar and sent packs out to hunt.

Unless they had noticed that Pista was the last large market village before one reached the easiest of the mountain passes, and decided that a retinue moving quickly would aim for it, too.

One of the men was looking at her, taking in the tension of her jaw, the grip of her hands on the counter. She knew what they were seeing immediately: her age, her bearing, her scars. Her hand went to her hip unconsciously—and she realized she wore her sword there, like a soldier, instead of across her back like a merchant or traveler. Muscle memory.

So much for being undercover.

The tavern keeper returned with two glasses of ale and took the men’s Scaelan money—Grey didn’t miss how one of them shuffled out all the Luthrite, stuffing it in his pockets.

“Your husband left a tab open,” the woman said cheerfully, turning to Grey. “Can I get you anything?”

One of the men said something to the other. They made their way to a third and fourth, sitting at the back table.

“Just water,” Grey said, her voice small and awkward. “If you please.”

The innkeeper nodded, turning back to get glasses. “Busy day we’re having,” she said to Grey, maybe to no one. “Not often so many travelers rolling through at this time of year. Where did your husband say you were going? Coastal, right?”

Grey’s fingers dug into the counter. The men were clearly listening. She itched, above all, to run. “No,” she said, smiling as the woman offered her the pitcher and glasses.

The innkeeper grabbed her wrist. “Ah, well these folks said they’re heading to Grislar. They were asking around if there was anyone here heading to the coast, looking to share resources. Wasn’t sure if you were going that way, too.”

There was something in her voice. She’d noticed Grey’s sword, and probably Kier’s. Perhaps she’d even heard Sela call Kier Captain. Whatever she’d observed, she did not trust the men in the corner, and neither did Grey.

Behind her, she felt a shift, a fizzle, a change as one of the mages tethered to their well.

“Thanks,” she said. She turned on her heel and headed back through the doors that led to the rooms. There was no time to warn Ola, let alone retrieve her. As soon as the door swung shut behind her, Grey dashed up the stairs.
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“LUTHRITE TRACKERS DOWNSTAIRS,” SHE said as she burst through the door, spilling water all down her shirt. Brit looked up from their blade, brow furrowed.

“What?”

“Move fast,” Grey said. She locked the door, then started to drag the flimsy wardrobe over in front of it. She wished it was heavier, sturdier—there was no chance it would hold. “If we can’t get out, we’ll have to fight them.”

Brit jumped to help her. “How do you know?” they asked.

“How they spoke. Coin. Innkeeper tipped me off,” she said through gritted teeth. “Doesn’t matter if I’m being paranoid—I’m not taking any fucking chances.” She examined the window, the drop below, but the garden was fenced all along, and there was no sign of a gate. Plus, if they ran, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to lead them back to Kier.

It was better to fight. Leave no survivors.

“Are they here for us?” Sela asked. She stood uselessly on the other side of the room, her hands fluttering like she didn’t know what to do with them.

She’s a kid, Grey chided herself. For all her annoyance, that fact still hung heavy in her stomach. Whoever Sela was, whatever Sela was, she was just a kid.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “We’ll deal with it. Now get down. Away from the window. In that corner, under the desk.”

Sela nodded, but Grey could see the panic in her face. Grey flipped the desk so the top protected Sela’s body, so she could curl up in the middle of it and be safe on all sides. She dumped the weapons they wouldn’t use with the girl. Those cool blue eyes peered up at her, devoid of any of the arrogance she’d had in camp. This time, Sela was scared.

It was only because she was listening very carefully that she heard the boots on the stairs.

“Captain?” Brit murmured.

“Tether to Ola,” she instructed.

Brit looked away. “She’s not reaching, and I can’t initiate the tether myself at this range. I have to tether to you.”

Grey swore—she couldn’t tether to Brit. She threw open the window and shouted Ola’s name. There was no response. She swore again.

“Swords,” she said. They both drew, and Grey grabbed a dagger for good measure—the room wasn’t that big, and swords weren’t always great in proximity. Brit armed themselves with some assortment of metal; Grey didn’t question it.

Someone knocked on the door. “Ma’am?” a voice said. Not the innkeeper.

Brit and Grey exchanged a long look. Brit, too, drew their knife.

Another knock. Someone tried the doorknob. “We’d like to compare routes, if you please. We think we’re going in the same direction.” Their tone was silk over glass, tension clear in every word as they tried to smooth out their accent, to sound Scaelan.

“No thank you,” Grey called back firmly.

“I’m reaching a tether,” Brit said, and Grey felt a strange sense of prodding, like her stomach was the closed door of the room Brit was knocking at. An odd expression flickered across Brit’s face.

Something rammed the door—it held. Muted voices conversed on the other side.

“Hand Captain?” Brit asked.

Grey’s terror was cold and even. “I… can’t,” she said.

“I won’t use—”

“No,” Grey said, facing the truth of it—the truth of what they’d done. “Brit, Kier and I are bound. I can’t lend my power to another.”

Brit’s eyes were blank for a terrible time. “Well, fuck,” they murmured. “I had a thought when you wouldn’t let Ola… Fuck.”

Something hit the door again, and Grey heard the cracking of wood. She thought again of calling for Ola and dismissed it. “Hope you’re just as good with your sword,” she muttered, sinking into position. “We’ve got to get out of here without your magic.”

“When the captain gets back,” Brit seethed, “we are going to have a long discussion about trust.”

“If we’re still alive, I look forward to it.”

Grey didn’t need a tether to know Brit was furious. It wasn’t that they couldn’t fight—but mages liked the edge of magic, and they were taught to fight with it as another limb. It would be awkward and uncomfortable for Brit to go without it.

But there wasn’t time. Something else hit the door, cracking it fully. Brit jumped back as a boot kicked down the dresser, and managed to get in the first hit, stabbing out as someone tried to enter. There was a howl of pain in the hall.

“You have two minutes,” a voice called. “Surrender the girl or die.”

“What girl?” Grey shouted.

There was another murmur from the hall. Grey felt the swell of magic building, and before she could warn Brit, the door and wardrobe exploded in a shatter of wood. Grey threw a hand in front of her face to protect her eyes.

“Fucking materialists,” Brit groaned—ironic, because Brit too was a fucking materialist.

Grey only had time to bring her hand down and duck out of the swing of a blade. The air was heavy with the sound of metal on metal and the ashy smell of magic—there were four of them, probably two mages and two wells, and she was so incandescently angry that she hadn’t forced Ola to stay inside, that she had been so preoccupied with being separated from Kier that she hadn’t kept the other pairing together, that she hadn’t thought. Just past her own fight, Brit dodged a hit, rolled over the bed, and took a lunging swing at one of their opponents that caught them in the shoulder.

Grey gritted her teeth, leaning into the blow she blocked, swinging forward with her off-hand. She caught the man in the ribs, a deep hit that made him suck a breath through his teeth. He withdrew, stumbling back. Grey lunged forward again, driving lower than he expected, getting him in the stomach—he fell to his knees, that flash of disaster clear in his eyes, and she felt the fizzle of a snapped tether.

“Flynn.”

She turned just in time to catch the slash on her arm instead of her back, which hurt like a bitch but wouldn’t kill her.

“This would be so much fucking easier,” Brit seethed, bleeding from their forehead, “with magic.”

Grey blocked another blow and hazarded a glance at the mage, who’d been forced into a corner.

“Tether!”

The small voice caught them both off guard enough that Grey nearly missed a block and Brit did—but it didn’t matter, because Grey felt the new strand of magic as Sela pushed her power forward and Brit latched on.

“Drop!” they shouted, and then the metal shavings they had clenched in one fist went flying through the room at a killing speed. Grey hit the floor, face-down, covering her head with both hands as the metal pattered around her and at least two more bodies thudded to the ground.

Silence rang in the air. She smelled blood, and felt the sweet aftermath of worn-out power even as her own well brimmed overfull with adrenaline.

She opened her eyes. One of the Luthrite soldiers was on the ground next to her, their face half obliterated by metal. For that force of an explosion, that much projection, Sela was probably spent.

Grey sat up, wiping the blood away from her face, taking careful stock. The four soldiers were dead. The desk Sela had hidden behind was a mess of wood splinters, but she could hear the girl crying, so at least she was alive. It was Brit she focused on, slumped over the bed, breathing hard.

“Brit?” She pushed herself up, stepping over a body. She pulled the mage over onto their back—their eyes were wild with pain. Blood dripped down their forehead; another wound soaked their sleeve, and there was one more that Grey couldn’t see across their ribs.

“You didn’t tell us,” Brit said, staring straight up at the ceiling.

Grey did not cry—she’d lost that instinct to cry in the face of danger years ago—but she did curse fantastically under her breath. She opened Brit’s shirt, slicing through buttons with her bloody knife, and took in the injuries. The one across Brit’s ribs was deep but she didn’t think it had punctured anything important; there was another just to the side of their navel, not deep enough to pierce the gut, but she could not fully tell without inspecting further.

“Sela,” she said very carefully. “Are you okay?”

“Um.” The girl sniffled, trying to breathe through sobs that racked her body. “I don’t… I’m not… I’m not bleeding.”

“Good. Sela, dear heart, can you do something for me?” Grey had a choice to make: concentrate on Brit or worry about Sela. If the girl wanted to run—well. She was more trouble than she was worth. And though her own retirement hung in the balance, though Kier might actually kill her if she lost the prisoner, she wasn’t going to let Brit die. She pressed a firm hand to the worst of their wounds to staunch the bleeding.

“I think,” Sela said. Grey glanced over at her. She was standing now, breathing heavily, probably in the middle of a panic attack. When her eyes landed on Brit, half unconscious under Grey, then on the body of a soldier close to her on the ground, the blood drained from her face.

Grey held out a key. “Don’t look at them. Sela, next door, my bag is on the bed. I need my kit from it. The one with salves and herbs and antidotes—you’ll know it when you see it. It’s okay to bring the whole bag. I’ll need you to do a few other things and then I’ll send you for Ola, okay?”

“Okay,” Sela said. She took the key. Grey wondered, her thoughts fuzzy with adrenaline and the pain of the fight, if she would regret this.

She couldn’t think of that now.

With the girl fetching her kit, Grey got to work. She moved around Brit, stripping the bed to the top sheet to give herself a level surface. She dragged the bodies into a pile in the corner, swearing profusely at the waves of blood that drenched her shirt as a result, and draped a sheet over them—the others could deal with them later. Grey hurried downstairs, not caring about the sound of her boots on the ground. The inn was eerily quiet, empty—the door was locked from the inside, covered with a heavy crossbar. She found the innkeeper, collapsed on the other side of the bar. Grey paused for a moment to check her breathing, her heartbeat; she didn’t wake when Grey kicked her arm, so she must’ve been poisoned or ingested a sleeping draft.

There was no time to worry about it. Grey dragged the woman into a back room, then stole the keys from behind the bar and locked the innkeeper in just in case.

Then she steeled herself and returned to the room where Brit lay.

Amazingly, the pitcher hadn’t been shattered by Brit’s improvised projectiles. Grey pulled off the pillowcases and dipped them in the water, using them to clean the blood from Brit’s wounds. They were breathing shallowly now, eyes closed.

Sela returned with the med kit and sat quietly on the night table in the corner, as far away from the bodies as she could get, even though her eyes kept flicking to the pile—the white sheet was starting to stain red in places.

“Sela?” Grey said, washing her hands thoroughly with water and soap powder.

“Yes?”

“I want you to breathe,” Grey said as carefully as she could, trying to keep her own voice from shaking. She found a jar of numbing salve among her medicines. “Breathe in for five counts, then out for five. Can you do that?”

“Yes,” the girl said. Grey listened, timing her own breathing to Sela’s as she numbed the areas around Brit’s wounds.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“My stomach hurts.”

Grey’s hand stilled, halfway through her kit. “You weren’t trained, were you? You’re a well, but you don’t know how to do it.”

The answering silence was so loud that she had to glance up to make sure the girl hadn’t passed out. Finally, “Yes.”

Grey nodded. She took a second to assess. Brit was still breathing, and there was nothing blocking their airway.

“Okay. I need you to go get Ola. Once she’s here, you can sit with us or on the stairs and wait to let the others in. Okay?”

“Yes,” Sela squeaked. She hesitated for only a moment. “Will they live?” she asked.

Grey glanced up. Sela stood with her hands pressed to her chest, like something had wounded her. She had a scrape across one cheek, Grey noticed, but it had missed the eye.

“If I have anything to say about it, yes.” She forced her tone to soften. “It will be okay, sweetheart. Go get Ola.”

Sela was out the door in a second, and Grey glanced over her shoulder to make sure the girl ran across the yard into the wash shed. Then she spent an agonizing minute cataloging everything that could go wrong.

A moment later, Ola appeared, running across the yard. Sela followed, not as fast, still shaky on her feet.

Grey turned back to her work.

The worst of the injuries was the slash across Brit’s ribs, then the wound on their stomach. The arm was gruesome to look at, but overall fine, and the head wound looked much worse than it actually was. Grey could worry about a concussion after she was certain none of Brit’s insides were about to become their outsides.

“What the fuck?”

She lifted her head to see Ola in the doorway, but she needed to focus. Her hands were shaking, half from fading adrenaline. Though she’d helped in the infirmary often, it had been a while since she’d actively operated on anyone who wasn’t Kier. She forced herself to remain calm now, to think only of her training and those endless days of surgery after surgery when she was a healer. She didn’t have the tools to keep Brit unconscious and cursed herself for it, but she could only work with what she had.

“I need you to tether,” Grey said very carefully.

“Locke’s bones, Captain—”

“Tether,” Grey hissed through her teeth. She noticed Sela edge into the room behind Ola. The girl went very quietly back to the nightstand and sat with her knees pressed to her chest.

Ola narrowed her eyes, but Grey could feel the greenness of new magic as the tether took. “Yes, Hand Captain.”

Brit sighed in relief, their face relaxing just a fraction. Ola sat at their head, her hand pressed to Brit’s uninjured arm.

“Can you remain tethered and secure downstairs?” Grey asked, detached as possible. “I didn’t have the time to do a thorough search.”

A pause. Then, “Yes, Hand Captain,” Ola said, brimming with anger.

Neither wound had perforated the internal organs, but they were still serious. Grey cleaned them up, nudging the threads of Ola’s magic to heal what she could, and carefully stitched Brit’s stomach. Ola returned when she was tying off the thread, settling back into the space next to Brit.

“Why didn’t you have them tether to Sela immediately?” she asked, her voice strained and bitter. “Isn’t Locke meant to be some great well? Some unbelievable power?”

Grey froze, her breath caught in her throat. She looked up at Sela— but the girl only hid her face.

“I cannot answer that,” Grey said through her teeth. She went back to her work, her own heart pounding with the lies she held.

When she was finished, she moved to the wound over Brit’s ribs. She focused on bringing the muscle together, then the flesh; she forced herself to think only of that, and not of Sela sobbing in the corner, or of Ola’s hard, unforgiving glare.

If she stopped, she was going to fall apart, or throw up. She’d lost so much fucking blood herself and she couldn’t even tell if Brit was dying under her.

“What’s going on?”

Grey lifted her head to see Eron in the door, shock clear on his face. She couldn’t deal with it right now.

“Where’s Kier?” she asked, tying off her knot and examining her work.

“Downstairs.” He grimaced, and Grey thought again of the innkeeper; she wasn’t sure if she was awake, or even still alive.

“Can I just… What the fuck?” Eron repeated, as if they had not heard him the first time, as if Grey had the capacity to answer. She was busy adhering a strip of gauze to Brit’s forehead.

“Can you take Sela into the other room?” she asked. “And—Kier. I need Kier.”

It was only then that her voice broke. As if he sensed it, the tether she’d been reaching out found its mark. Kier caught her, and before she could stop herself, she sent a pulse of agony through. Help.

Boots sounded on the stairs, then in the hall. Then, a quiet inhale in the doorway. “Eron, can you help me with the bodies?”

Kier’s voice, calm and sure, always so much better with emergencies than she was. Grey finished her work on Brit’s forehead and cut away their jacket, revealing the slice to their arm. It was not deep enough for stitches, merely a graze.

A hand landed on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

She did not look at him. If she looked at him, it would all be over. “Yes,” she said. “The keys are on the nightstand by Sela. I don’t know if the innkeeper is dead or just unconscious.”

“I’ll handle it.”

He brushed the hair away from her forehead. She swabbed gently at the blood crusting around Brit’s wound. Ola had shifted closer to their head, humming softly as she fed a constant thread of power into them.

Grey finished at around the same time Kier and Eron removed the last of the bodies, and Eron took Sela into the other room. She looked up to find Ola’s eyes, hard as flint.

“Why didn’t you give them power?” Ola asked, clearly seething.

Before Grey could answer, Kier said, “Now’s not the time. Can I trust you to keep watch in here for a moment?”

Ola looked up at him, silhouetted in the doorway. Her mouth thinned into a line. “Yes, Captain,” she said very quietly.

“Good. Hand, bring your supplies.”

Grey packed the kit with shaking fingers. Kier had already disappeared down the hall, but the door was open to a new room—the six of them were the only ones there, so she figured he’d commandeered an empty room. She walked in to find him sitting on a chair he’d dragged to the bed.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, his eyes catching on her blood-soaked sleeve.

“Not mortally wounded, no.”

“Take off your coat,” he said, all authority. “And shirt. Please.”

Grey didn’t know what to do—what to say. The tether between them was unbroken, but he didn’t pull from her, nor did he send anything through. It just sat heavy on her chest, her power unspent.

So she did as he asked. She shrugged off her coat, biting back a sob at the pain in her arm, and unbuttoned and discarded her shirt with one hand. He did not look at her face when she sat in front of him in her vest.

“I… You know more than me,” Kier said. “What do you need? Stitches?”

Grey forced herself to look, breathing in through her mouth and out through her nose. “It’s deep,” she said. “There’s gauze in there—yes, take that, and the soap there.” Her voice felt very far away as Kier shuffled through the kit, picking up the items she indicated. “Clean your hands, then me. It will hurt.”

“Okay,” he said. He disappeared for the barest moment to retrieve a pitcher and basin. She focused on her breathing, watching him as he washed his hands before turning his attention to cleaning her skin. When he rubbed at the wound, she gritted her teeth against any noise that threatened to escape—the world went white in a frizzle of electric pain around her. When she came back to herself, her fingers were gripping Kier’s thigh so very tightly. Her mouth tasted of blood—her teeth had pierced her lip.

Despite her reactions, Kier hadn’t stopped. His face was close to her wound; it was still leaking blood. He wiped it away in a pink smear of salve and blood.

“Let me see,” she said.

“I don’t think,” Kier said very carefully, “a kiss will heal it.”

Her laugh was cloudy with the lump firmly lodged in her throat. She took in the wound: when it was cleaned, it didn’t look so deep. “I think it’s okay if you just wrap it very tightly,” she said.

He looked at her, finally, and she saw the raw guilt on his face. He hadn’t been angry at her at all. “If that wound was on me, would you be satisfied with wrapping it?”

She chewed on the inside of her lip. “No.”

Kier nodded. He found a fresh needle, thread. He’d patched her up many times, bandaging wounds she couldn’t reach herself, rubbing antiseptic salves and ointments into her skin, getting her stable if anything major happened during a battle, which it almost never did. But for anything more serious, she’d always gone to the infirmary—it had nothing to do with Kier’s experience or lack thereof; even though he’d watched her do stitches so many times, he probably knew how to as well as she did.

“Anesthetic, please. That greenish-gray salve, in the pot with the blue lid,” Grey said, looking at the wall. He rubbed the salve over the edges of her wound, the catch of his rough fingers making her hiss.

“Sorry,” he murmured. She didn’t look as he prepared, but she felt it when he started stitching.

It wasn’t his fault—actually, it absolutely was his fault that it hurt as much as it did. She sucked a breath through her teeth, her nails digging into his thigh, feeling every single puncture of the needle, every tug of the thread.

“You’re doing so well,” he murmured, pausing to wipe a tear from her cheek.

“Keep going,” she snarled. “Get it done. Quickly.”

Halfway through, she dropped her head to his shoulder, numbing to the ceaselessness of the pain. Finally, he tied off the knot and cut the thread and his arms were around her.

“Fuck you,” she said into his neck, wet with her tears.

“I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

His arms tightened, one wrapped around her bare back, one tangled up in her sweat-and-blood-filthy hair.

“I shouldn’t have gone,” he said. “I shouldn’t have left.”

With her good arm, she curled herself around him. He tugged her, pulling her off the bed, onto the chair, onto his lap. He moved one arm down, draping it over her thighs, hand under her knees, holding her against him.

“I nearly killed Brit and Sela,” Grey said against his skin.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Kier said.

It didn’t matter; it didn’t dull the pain. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried, and she didn’t now. She only hid her face in Kier’s neck, as if burying herself in him could solve anything at all.

She didn’t remember falling asleep. When she woke, she was curled in bed with Sela at her back, in the second room they’d had originally. Grey turned and looked over to find Brit arranged on another mattress on the floor, Ola curled up next to them.

She sat up, the blanket dropping to her waist. She was in a clean shirt that smelled like Kier, her arm aching. The captain himself sat by the window, looking out. Eron perched cross-legged in front of the door.

Kier glanced up at her, the early-morning light illuminating the dark shadows under his eyes.

“How long did I sleep?” she murmured, pitching her voice low so as not to wake the others.

“A while,” Kier said. “You needed it.”

She slid out of bed. He’d taken off her trousers, too, stained with blood as they were—she wore only the shirt and her own shorts. “Give me a moment to sort myself out, then I’ll take over watch.”

“You should keep resting.”

Grey leveled a look at him. They’d talked about this. “You need sleep. You too, Eron. I can handle it.”

She didn’t wait for protest. She grabbed her supply bag and wash kit and made her way to the small washroom on the second floor. The door to the room where Kier had stitched her up was ajar, and the room where they’d fought had no door at all. Grey hesitated in the empty entry, taking in the bloodstains on the bed where she’d tended to Brit, the dark marks soaked into the wood floor where the bodies had lain. She shuddered, moving on down the hall.

In the washroom, she changed over her padding—honestly, after all the fucking drama the day before, the fact she was still bleeding was a travesty—and took stock of Kier’s stitches. They weren’t necessarily neat, and she imagined the scar would be ghastly, but they would get the job done. She looked at her face in the glass, taking in the tangle of her hair and the flaking spots of dried blood on her skin.

I am the High Lady of Locke, she thought as she took in her reflection, nearly cracking into a fit of hysteria.

She rinsed her skin with water and tried to brush out the tangles before giving up. She needed to bathe properly, but there would be time for that when everyone was better rested.

Back in the room, Eron lay on the bed next to Sela and Kier was curled up in the corner in a nest of blankets.

“You sure you’re okay?” Kier asked her. He handed over a pair of trousers from the pile of clothes near the door. Someone must’ve gone back for Ola’s washing and hung it to dry. They were still a bit damp, and too big. She cinched them around her waist with her sword belt.

“I need time,” she said. It was as honest as she could handle being right now. She locked the door behind her, checked it twice.

She found her sword in a heap of her pack and bloodstained clothing. She sat in the chair Kier had vacated and rested it across her knees.

“Not too long,” Kier said, eyes slipping shut.

“Whatever you say, Captain.”
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GREY WAS TWENTY THE first and only time Kier used too much of her. They were in the east, fighting both Eprain and Luthar in equal measure. The Eprainish were a particularly nasty lot: they trained mages for as much internal damage as possible, so walking into the battlefield was an open invitation for one’s organs to be eviscerated. Kier was heavily in demand because of his aptitude, a feral dog on a leash that their captain insisted on pushing harder and harder.

They commanded a squad of twelve others, six mages and six Hands, constantly changing as they couldn’t keep them from getting injured. She’d never seen Kier angrier than in those days, spending long hours on the field holding their ground, then ages in middle-command meetings as captains and masters who hadn’t set foot on the battlefield in years yelled about strategy. It was in that time that they stopped caring about tears, and at night she did not comment if his eyes were damp when they sparred after day after day of death surrounding them.

“How many can you take? Quickly?” the captain, a rugged and scarred man with a propensity for drink, asked them at the end of every meeting.

“With magic or force?”

“Magic. Don’t fuck with me, Seward.”

“Four,” Kier said, voice sturdy, always. “Five at a push.”

“Not good enough,” the captain growled, even though the answer never changed. “If you can’t take eight, you shouldn’t be a lieutenant.”

They practiced, when they had time: Kier drew from her until the pain of emptiness brought tears to her eyes, until the power could come from her in great ropey lengths. They made it through battles where Kier destroyed six hearts at a time, then seven. She felt each one of them like a quiet supernova within her, wrenching her insides apart.

It happened after he’d used too much of her, after he’d destroyed too many hearts and nearly torn apart her own. They’d been on a bluff, their backs against the wall, too many of the enemy—outnumbered, half their mages dead—and she’d felt the ice in her stomach as cool and depthless as the sea below the cliffs of the Isle.

She turned—trying to cover him, trying to keep him safe, trying to get out alive. But when she turned back, he was not there. If he wasn’t still tethered to her, she would’ve been certain he was dead.

There was another mage, one of the Eprainish, his face half blood. He hadn’t even hesitated when he saw the black trim around the Scaelan seal she wore on her chest. He lowered his sword and grabbed her throat, slamming her back into the cliffside. He lifted her, her feet scrabbling for purchase as she dropped her sword, as her hands went to his as if she could peel him off her neck.

“Fucking bitch,” he snarled, and that was when she felt it—a tether pushed at her. She tried to bat it away, but she couldn’t breathe, and she lost the tether with Kier entirely. When she went to reconnect with him, blind with panic that this was it, he was dead, it was all too slippery and she couldn’t focus. She found a tether and grasped it.

The mage’s smile grew in front of her. But then something flickered in his eyes: recognition. Understanding. He started to pull from her, power that she didn’t want to relinquish, and the pain was so great that she nearly lost consciousness. He slammed her against the cliff again, and Grey felt everything inside of her giving up, shutting down.

Severin, she thought desperately. Severin, I’m dying.

Maryse, someone said, very far away.

She fought. She grappled for the knife in her belt and tried to stab at the man’s arm, but she was too weak, and everything was going shadowy and uncertain. Then she was covered in blood, warm and metallic, and the mage’s face changed. She only just realized that his throat had been cut; she was covered in his blood. His hands went slack on her, and she fell, sliding down the wall, crumpled at the bottom. The unwanted tether snapped.

Kier kicked the body aside. He dropped to his knees in front of her, his hand cupping her head. Everything hurt. It hurt so much she couldn’t think past it.

“Grey?” he asked, shaky and terrified.

She gripped his surcoat, the blood leaving a mark on the coarse fabric. “Take it,” she murmured, tethering to him and pushing as much power at him as she could. The surge rushed through her so hard she choked as she gritted through her teeth, “Take it all. Get us home.”

And he had.

Grey didn’t know what happened nor how Kier got her back to camp after, but she slept for three days straight, interrupted often as healers monitored her concussion, and spent two more in the infirmary under careful watch.

He came to her on the evening of the second day, his eyes dark with grief and something else she didn’t recognize. It took Grey a moment to realize that he was ashamed. “I’ve applied for reassignment,” he said.

“Where are we going?” Grey asked, barely able to speak through the tightness in her throat. She’d glanced in the mirror, once, and nearly wept at the bruising. She hated the way he looked at her, as if he expected her to recoil, to fear him—as if he himself had bruised her.

“We’re not,” he said, deflated. “I’ve asked for retraining. And for a new Hand.”

Grey sat up so fast her head spun, so fast she knocked her forehead against his chin and hissed at the sudden burst of pain. “Hand Lieutenant!” one of the healers nearby shouted. “Watch yourself.”

Grey waved him off. “What have I done wrong?” she asked Kier, unable to keep the devastation out of her voice. “Send me for retraining, or… I don’t know, Kier, you have to—”

“It’s not you,” he said, taking a quick glance around, his hands fluttering above her shoulders like he wasn’t sure how to touch her but couldn’t keep himself from trying. “Dear heart, Hand…” He winced, as if her station brought back all the things she’d sacrificed for him, and looked away. “Grey,” he said unsteadily. “It’s not you. I can’t keep doing this.”

She shook her head, gripping his hands to stop his fluttering. “No. Don’t. You’re not—”

“I’ve requested medical dismissal on your behalf. Go home, Grey. Don’t come back.”

“Kier—”

“I’ll send my wages. Stay with our mothers, and when I can leave my contract, I’ll come.”

She didn’t care who saw. She gripped the back of his head, vise-like, and drew his forehead to hers, nose to nose. Her hair was lank and greasy, falling in her face, but he just pushed it back like always. He was always so careful with her.

“You would be so much safer,” Kier said, “away from me.”

“Don’t ask that of me.”

His hands were at her waist, gripping the coarse fabric of her shirt. “He stole your power, Grey. I can’t even think of that kind of violation without getting…” She heard the anger rising in his voice. He took a deep breath and continued, “He knew who you were, what you were, when he tethered. I will not risk you again. The things I wish I could say to you…” He caught himself again. “Losing you, living without you would be a fate worse than death.”

She shook her head. She couldn’t think of it, of the invasion of that other tether. It made her sick to remember it. “I don’t… I can’t. It’s just, with the tether as it is, it’s so slippery sometimes. It’s hard to manage. Hard to grasp. Because there’s you, and then sometimes the power goes elsewhere in offshoots, and I can’t hold it in battle—but Kier, if it was just you, if I could guarantee that…”

He’d gone very, very still under her hands. “You want to bind to me.”

She chewed on her lip. They’d spoken about it before, on other assignments that hadn’t felt so life-or-death—to bind oneself to a single mage, to limit power like that, was so dangerous… but it changed the quality of magic entirely. She could give him so much more, and he’d be able to take with abandon. There were other rumors, about the power of a bond: they’d be able to communicate without words, pushing feelings along the tether. It wouldn’t feel like a fraying rope between them, but like a strong tie, a knot.

But.

If they were bound, she wouldn’t be able to use her power on another mage—those tethers would be closed to her unless Kier died. And he would never be able to use another well. His tether would only work for her, would only seek her. It didn’t matter if she died—he would only ever be able to use her. If she died before him, in battle or in age, he would never be able to do magic again.

He leaned back, cupping her face.

“You can’t want that.”

“It would be a protection,” Grey said quietly. “For me.”

Kier studied her face. They both knew what she could not say, not in public: to bind to her was to bind to Locke.

“You’d really do it.”

Her voice was fierce, insistent as she laced her fingers through his. “There’s nothing I want more. Only you, Kier. No reassignments. No retraining. Bind to me, take what I have. Let me be your Hand in earnest.”

“And what about you?” he murmured.

She squeezed his hand. “Never ask me to leave you,” she said, voice cracking. “Use my power well. Protect me. It has always been this; it has always been us. Let it be us until the wars end or we find our deaths—whatever comes first.”

When she was out of the infirmary, alone in their little lean-to—it was the first assignment they weren’t in one of the long communal tents, and she was absurdly grateful for the privacy—they sat together on the floor, cross-legged, knee to knee. It was a binding of blood and power, true name to true name, and when he took the name of Locke into his heart, she swelled with such great power that the magelight between them glowed pure, warm gold.

They were fools when they were young: so often on the edge of death, so desperate for someone else to fall into the chasm alongside them, as if the reaper’s teeth would not gnash them to nothing as long as they remained together.

She kept watch by herself as the sun rose fully over the not-so-distant mountains. No one came down the road by the inn. Eventually, she felt a hand on her ankle, gently rubbing the knob of her bone. She looked down to find Kier’s eyes open.

“We have to keep moving,” he said quietly.

Grey glanced around. No one else was awake yet. “I don’t know if we can move Brit. I need to assess.”

Kier sat up, rubbing his face. “There’s a farm close by. I’ll see if I can buy a horse. The faster we move on, the better.” He didn’t say they’d already been loitering there too long. If one group of spies had already found them, the rest weren’t far behind.

He leaned forward, resting his forehead on her thigh. She stroked his hair. “The innkeeper,” he said quietly. “What would you do with her?”

Her hand paused, his hair like silk against her fingers. She knew what her mother would have done: the last High Lady of Locke had a reputation for ruthlessness, to match the bloodlust of their ancestors. The best option, the safest option, was to kill her.

But right now, Grey’s stomach turned at the thought of more blood. More killing. Another life on their hands, the life of someone who had not done her any harm.

“Drug her again,” she said. “I can make something—it will make her ill for a few days, but it will leave the memory clouded.”

“If you’re sure,” Kier said. He did not say, If you’re sure we can let her live.

“I’m sure,” Grey said.

He woke Ola, who blearily agreed to keep watch but was awake enough to aim another firm glare at Grey.

“This is not going to be a good morning,” Grey muttered as they left the room, padding down the hall in their socks.

Kier sighed. “We’ll have a tactical meeting. Preferably out of town.” Grey’s stomach growled. “And over breakfast.”

“As long as Eron isn’t cooking,” she said.

She found her kit and sorted through the packets of herbs, labeled in Leonie’s hand. She picked out the appropriate ones and ground them together, then added water to make them into a paste. She sniffed it, wincing at the immediate trace of a headache, and handed the concoction to Kier.

“She has to ingest it,” she said.

“I’ll find a way.” He pulled a heavy ring of keys out of his pocket and hesitated outside the doorway. “You are still… Grey, don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like you nearly lost a battle. I think it’s best if I go in alone.”

Grey pursed her lips and crossed her arms over her chest. “Not pretty enough for you, Captain?”

He smirked, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “You are a vision, even with blood clots in your hair. But I don’t know if all would share my depraved tastes.”

She sighed, but relented, going into the room with the packs by herself while Kier tried his best to poison the innkeeper.

It didn’t take more than a few minutes for Kier to work, but to her, it felt like an eternity. She set her medical kit back to rights and tried not to worry. She heard a door shut downstairs, then footsteps. He came back, leaning on the door frame.

“Did it work?” she asked, closing the kit and replacing it in her pack.

“She’s asleep,” Kier said. “We’ll leave her ample pay for damages when we go. Now we need to get moving.”

“After I examine Brit.”

“If Ola lets you close enough. She’s… not happy.”

Grey was not ready to think about that. “Where are the bodies?”

“Burned. In the woods. Eron and I dealt with it.”

“Mm.”

“There’s new clothing for you in there,” Kier said, nodding to a gray-green saddlebag they must’ve bought in the village. “And… not to put too fine a point on it, but it might be a good idea to clean up. I wasn’t kidding about the blood in your hair.”

She flipped him a rude gesture as he shut the door, leaving only his laugh behind, ringing in her ears.

She did not have the luxury of time, so she raced through bathing. She scrubbed the blood out of her hair and off her skin, careful not to pull her stitches. The clothes Kier had gotten her were nondescript but softer than what she’d been wearing: a loose black shirt and black breeches, thick woolen socks, her same buckled leather vest. She liked the vest; it reminded her of a similar one her mother used to wear, and it had the close, heavy feel of armor.

He’d gotten her a new coat, too: heavy dark gray fabric, trimmed in black, with wide lapels and deep pockets. It was too big, but she preferred that. She folded it and left it on the bed, retrieving her kit to go check on Brit.

It was only Ola and Brit in the other room when she went in. Ola had moved the mage to the bed and was halfway through changing the bandage on their arm.

“I’ll need to look at those stitches,” Grey said wearily.

“What? Do you care now?”

She was too tired for this. “Of course I care,” she snapped.

“She did her best,” Brit said, eyes closed. “With the stitching, at least.”

“Not to remind you of your station,” Grey said, even though that was exactly what she was doing, “but leave off. And listen. Ola, I need you to tether to Brit—”

“Ah, because you have no power left, do you?”

“Fucking listen to me,” she snarled.

Ola did not respond. She only glared at Grey with a ferocity that made her oddly sad—but she listened. Grey sensed the tether as it took, felt the flow of magic from the well into the mage. She could not give Brit her own power, but she was still a Locke, still a daughter of the very place where the power took root.

She sensed the fiber of the tether—like all other times, she found herself wondering idly how other mages and wells could cope with such a slippery, unstable connection; she’d grown so used to the thick knot of her tether to Kier—and nudged it. She directed the wealth of Ola’s power to the wound in Brit’s stomach, pushing it to bind the meat of them.

Brit clapped a hand over the wound, hissing, “Brine and bone, Ol, what in Locke’s name—”

“I’m not doing anything!” Ola insisted.

Grey felt the heat of infection starting in Brit—“Focus, Ola, I need more”—and nudged it to the fore. Pinkish-white pus seeped through Brit’s skin and she wiped it away, then layered on more antiseptic salve. She probed around the wound, but it was otherwise clean, and much better than it had been yesterday.

“You can detach,” she said.

Brit pushed themself up on their elbows, grunting at the movement. Ola stared at her, wide-eyed. Kier was used to the itching of her forcing his wounds back together, but Grey didn’t usually do something like that unless the mage was unconscious and beyond notice—but there was no point in hiding. Ola was right: they had to be honest, and they were relying on one another for survival. What was she meant to do? She would never get over the guilt of nearly letting Brit die because she couldn’t tether to them. She’d never forget the agony in Ola’s eyes when she returned to find her mage nearly dead.

If it had been Kier…

She gathered up her things and packed her kit. Before either of them could stop her, she went downstairs to find Eron and Sela sitting at a table with steaming cups of tea. Cloth-wrapped bundles sat on the table in front of them: breakfast, Grey surmised. It was dark in the tavern, the curtains pulled over the windows.

“Where’s Kier?” she asked.

“Seeing a man about a horse,” Eron said. “Close by—don’t get your nerves in a knot, Hand.”

“Impossible not to,” Grey muttered. She glanced at Sela. Though she knew the girl had slept, her face was still pale and drawn. “Are you okay?” she asked, softer. She realized Sela wasn’t wearing her cuffs, but with one mage down and Ola untrusting of Grey’s power, she couldn’t find herself surprised by it.

“I think so,” Sela said. It was unconvincing.

Kier returned a short while later, smelling of the cold, and soon Ola was helping Brit down the stairs too. They assembled around the table and… waited.

“We need to go,” Kier said.

Ola crossed her arms. “I’m not leaving until I have answers.”

Grey gritted her teeth. “You’re endangering our mission.”

Ola looked at her. So are you, she didn’t say.

Kier sighed. She felt the tug of him tethering, then her ears popped as he created a sound shield around them. “You have ten minutes,” he said, his voice sounding like it was underwater for the briefest of moments before it came back into clarity. “And then we’re leaving. We have food for the road.”

“A picnic. Quaint,” Ola said, sitting back, arms crossed—but she’d stopped glaring. “Now. Sorry, Captain, we need to talk about your Hand. And you.” She turned on Sela. “You didn’t tether to Brit either, until the very last moment. Isn’t that something you should, I don’t know, control?”

Grey drew a breath. Ola stared Kier down across the table. Brit, looking pale and caught in the middle of it, said, “If there’s information the captain deems unfit for us to know…”

“That information nearly got you killed,” Ola said. “I have just as strong a memory as your Hand, Captain. Sela might have harmed you, but your well did not tether to my mage in a time of need, and that is, frankly, despicable.”

Grey flinched, but after all, she agreed.

“What Hand Captain Flynn determines to be necessary action would certainly be my call—”

“And you’d let a mage die?” Ola said at the same time Grey said, “Kier.” He didn’t look at her, but his jaw tightened, pulsing with tension. She wasn’t sure how much she liked the beard anymore—it made his expressions uncanny, harder to read.

At least they’d given up on pretending they weren’t in the army.

Grey folded her hands on top of her reports. “There are a few things we need to discuss.”

“Either you’re a heartless bitch who only thinks of your own mage,” Ola said, leaning back even further, “or you and the captain are bound.”

“We are.”

Ola blinked owlishly, like she hadn’t expected Grey to actually confirm—it was odd how well Brit mirrored that expression, how similar the two of them were, yet Brit had not told Ola that Grey and Kier were bound. It was information, Grey thought, that she would not keep from Kier. Eron choked on his tea, sputtering, “Since when?”

“A while,” Grey snapped.

“Sorry,” Sela said, very quiet, “but what does that mean?”

Meanly, Ola said, “When a mommy well and a daddy mage love each other very much—”

“Oh, fuck off, Ol,” Brit said, surprising Grey. She raised a brow before she could stop herself, then quickly composed her expression into neutrality. “You’re pushing this too far.”

“I’m sorry,” Ola exclaimed. “I thought that would be necessary information! We are on a highly dangerous mission, and the least—the literal least—I expected was to know if we had two capable, interchangeable wells and mages in case of injury, and I can’t even get that? Not to mention that binding is highly forbidden in the first place. What kind of mission are you running, Captain?”

“I’m bound to Grey,” Kier said. “It has never been detrimental before. I apologize for not telling you—for not telling any of you—but it was a matter of safety.”

“Not to come back to this,” Sela said, “but why does it matter?”

“How do you not know what a bond is?” Eron asked. “Isn’t that basically mage/well ‘don’t do this if you don’t want to fucking die’ rule number one?”

“She’s not a soldier,” Grey murmured. “Not everyone is a soldier, Fastria.”

But Ola was frowning too—and Brit.

Kier sighed again, rubbing his eyes. “Grey, don’t.”

Grey did. “She’d know if she wasn’t a fucking kid. What are you, thirteen?”

“I’m fifteen,” Sela said, indignant as only a mislabeled teenager could be.

“Hold on,” Eron began at the same time Brit said, “Fifteen? Impossible. That’s…”

The blood drained from Sela’s face.

“How old was Maryse?” Eron asked.

“It is impossible,” Ola said very carefully, “because Locke disappeared sixteen years ago. And you didn’t tether to Brit earlier because…”

“Because she couldn’t,” Grey said. “Because she wasn’t trained.”

“Congratulations, Ola,” Kier said, ever-suffering, ignoring Grey for now. “You win the prize.” To Sela, he said, “You’re not Maryse of Locke. So who are you? And why?”

“Wait,” Ola said, even more indignant. “You two knew?”

Sela had gone a very interesting shade of greenish-yellow ivory. Grey, who’d spent quite a lot of time with the ill and dying, did not associate that shade of skin with a living body. “If I tell you,” the girl said, pulling at the fabric of her dress anxiously, “do you promise not to kill me?”

“No,” Grey said, but there wasn’t any heat to it. At the girl’s stricken expression, she said, “Sorry, Sela; we promise. You were… very helpful yesterday when I could not be, and I am thankful for that. You’re forgiven for stabbing Kier.”

“I don’t think you can apologize for my stabbing,” Kier said. “But… Sorry. What happened with her yesterday?”

“We’ll talk later,” Grey said. She turned back to Sela. “We won’t kill you. But we do have to know—because there are a lot of people after us, and if you’re just a peasant girl caught up in a lie, this is going to be very difficult to explain. Sela, who are you?”

For another moment, the girl looked like she was going to vomit all over the table. She put her elbows on the surface and dropped her head to her hands, her dark hair falling in a choppy curtain around her, hiding her face. “My name is Wilisela Naudé.”

“Naudé?” Eron repeated, chewing it over. “Why do I know that name?”

But Kier was staring at Grey, sending a heady blend of frustration and exhaustion over the tether. She caught all of it, sending back equal measures of annoyance. He was basically telling her he’d told her so—they should’ve deserted. They should’ve left and not even considered this damn mission.

He raised his eyes skyward. “I suffer and I suffer,” he muttered. “And yet. And yet.”

And to his credit… The horror was prickling and insistent. She had a memory tugging from some distant past of running her fingers over the name in cursive, flicking up the accent on the e. She remembered the shape of it in her father’s voice, his hand caught on her mother’s waist as he said, There’s a letter on the desk for you. Naudé—the new Cleoc—sent a proposal—and she was again on the island, again watching the wind through Severin’s hair; and her mother was leaning over to kiss her forehead before bed, the cold silver of her necklace skimming over Grey’s nose; and her father was carrying her up to the tallest tower of the fortress, up and up and up, and she sat on his shoulders as he pointed at the different masses of land and said, Look. You have to know them all, Maryse. You have to understand them all, and determine who you can trust.

“Eron,” Kier said, “you know that name because the Naudés are the High Family of Cleoc Strata. And if my incomplete knowledge of political inheritance is correct—which I really fucking hope it isn’t— Sela is the First Daughter of Cleoc Strata, heir to our enemies.”







Sorry it’s been so long since I last wrote. We’re on the northern coast, near Cleoc Strata. Being so close to the sea has me feeling tense. I don’t think Kier has noticed, thank the gods. I don’t want him to worry about me with everything else going on.

Letter from Hand Captain Grey Flynn to Imarta Flynn, undated

Grey has been having nightmares again. They don’t wake her, but her fear keeps me up at night.

Letter from Captain Kiernan Seward to Imarta Flynn, 14 years AD
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thirteen
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“BRINE AND BONE,” OLA swore, the first to recover. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

But Kier was already moving. “Look. Let’s chat on the road—we’ve stayed too long. Pack your things. Brit, you and Sela will ride.”

Over the years, Grey had become very good at compartmentalization. That was the only reason she was able to launch herself up, finish tidying the room and pack her bag and Kier’s, don her new gray coat and stand ready at the door without utterly falling to pieces.

The First Daughter of Cleoc Strata. She couldn’t wrap her head around it, couldn’t understand—how? Why? How had she even ended up as Luthar’s prisoner, and did they also think she was Maryse of Locke, or did they know the truth?

And, uncomfortably, Grey understood better than anyone what it meant to be the lost daughter of a nation. She realized all over again, with a sick sort of desperation, what would happen to her if that secret got out.

She sent a pulse of worry down the tether. Kier answered with his own tentative comfort, but it wasn’t strong enough to be believable.

Her mage actively relaxed when they were back on the road, the inn fading into the distance behind them, the mountains looming ahead. Sela and Brit rode the horse Kier had acquired, Brit’s arms framing the girl in a way that wasn’t fully restraint but wasn’t not restraint.

“Captain,” Ola started, but Kier said quietly, “Wait. There will be time. I want to get out of here.”

They continued in silence, Kier shushing them any time one of them got anywhere close to probing the matter. The captain kept his own counsel, chewing on his lip, clearly preoccupied. Grey glanced up more than once to find him looking at her sideways, his expression unreadable.

But he did not confide in her. Grey did not know what to think of that, of all things.

She focused instead on the walk. The scenery changed as they wound up into the foothills, from forest to grassy hills, then rocky paths with cliffs that rose up and up. They kept to the trail now, Ola pausing every so often to peer at the map and the compass, sometimes consulting Kier. It grew colder, too: Grey’s breath came in great puffs, and she was grateful again for her new coat. She buried her fingers deep in the pockets, thumbs tracing over the bits of lint and coin left behind by the previous owner. Her sword clinked against one of the straps of her bag, more sensation than sound, and she lost herself in the monotony of it until Kier said, “Okay. Let’s eat and talk.”

She stopped. Brit pulled the horse to a halt, too; it snuffed gray-white clouds of breath and pawed at the rocky trail. Grey didn’t know its name. She reached to gently run her hand across the beast’s nose, damp with the condensation of cooling breath.

Brit and Sela slid down, and Kier took the reins. He nodded to a rocky formation to the side of the path. They sat in a loose circle, waiting, as he tied the horse to another rock near a patch of grass so it could graze. Eron distributed their afternoon helpings of cheese and dried fish. Finally, Kier seemed to come to some decision—perhaps he’d been wrestling with it all day. Grey felt the tug on the tether as he siphoned, the pop of her ears as he shielded them.

“Sela,” he said. “I have two questions. Why does anyone think you’re Maryse of Locke? And how did you end up Luthar’s prisoner?”

The girl kept her head down, chin to chest. Grey remembered the first time she saw her, bundled and tied up in that carriage. She felt an uncomfortable stirring of pity.

“I was staying with nobles in Lindan, getting my education.” Lindan was on the continent, and like all other continental powers, it stayed far out of the warring within Idistra. They did allow children to journey to the continent for safety, though, particularly those from the noble families. One of the Lindle universities had offered Severin a place, back when there was peace, but since Grey was still a child, he could not leave the Isle to accept it.

“Nicer than here,” Brit muttered, nudging a rock with the toe of their boot. Grey took in their pallor, even paler than their usual alabaster. She made a mental note to give them a draft for pain relief before they moved again.

“I don’t know why I did it,” Sela conceded. “Homesickness, maybe? I… I feigned illness and slipped out of my lessons, went to the harbor and boarded the first ship I could find that was going to Idistra.”

Despite herself, Grey reached over and took Sela’s hand. The girl looked up at her, eyes big and glassy with tears.

“We all made bad decisions at fifteen,” Grey said evenly.

“Speak for yourself, Flynn,” Ola muttered.

But this seemed to strengthen Sela ever so slightly—or perhaps she, like Grey, was just happy that Ola no longer looked murderous every time Grey spoke. “I wanted to come back. I knew it was foolish. I didn’t care.”

“Does anyone know you left?” Kier asked, arms crossed. That scar on his lip was tugged down, making his frown deeper on one side than the other.

“I don’t know. And if they do, I don’t know if they care. Lindan was never… kind to me.”

“Ah.” Kier glanced at Grey, then away. “So you took a ship back. Then what?”

“I didn’t expect…” Sela trailed off. Grey didn’t know what it was she didn’t expect: that she’d be returning to a nation at war? That someone would care about one girl coming back from abroad? She was anxiously ruining a bit of bread with the hand Grey wasn’t holding. “The ship was trying to land in Scaela, but it was searched and I was not on the manifests, so they knew I was not meant to be there. They asked for papers, and I didn’t have them. So they…” She stopped, thin lips pressed together.

Grey squeezed her hand. Sela looked away.

“They were going to drown me. I knew if I revealed my identity, they’d kill me. So I said I was Locke.”

Grey pretended to be very interested in her fish to hide any reaction to the story, and immediately regretted it. It tasted like post-battle leather armor. “Why?” she asked finally, saying out loud what everyone else seemed to be thinking.

Sela looked at her, only her; those big eyes were doing their best to appear earnest. But Grey didn’t doubt her for a minute. She was a kid. Grey herself had run away when she was sixteen, looking for the first place that made her feel something. It just so happened she actually was the long-lost lady of a dead house in hiding, while Sela was not.

“Because I didn’t want to die, and I know Locke is important,” Sela said. “No one has ever found Severin—so what if he wasn’t the one who survived after all? What if it was me?”

“Because you’re twelve,” Eron said, exasperated.

“Fifteen,” Sela corrected.

Kier had gotten up at some point, and he was now pacing back and forth. “Eat, Captain,” Grey chided, and he grudgingly bit off half of his dried fish and struggled to chew it, wincing the whole time.

“Okay,” he said once he recovered. “The problem with taking you to Cleoc Strata, even if you tell the truth, is it’ll look like we kidnapped you. Plus, it’s much farther than Grislar, and we’d probably be killed at the border. Too many complications.”

“Why take her to Cleoc? Why not bring the High Lady to us?” Grey asked. Kier looked at her, withering, but she was his Hand, and often, his reason. She went on. “If we go to Grislar, like we’re supposed to, and send word ahead to get an ensign from Cleoc—we can barter for peace, Kier. If Sela says we rescued her from Luthar when we’re actually protected…”

“But our leave,” Brit said sadly. “We’re meant to deliver Maryse of Locke.”

“They only said we had to deliver the prisoner,” Grey said. “If we get caught on the way, we’re fucked. But if we make it there, if we’re able to arrange it? That will mean something, won’t it? Perhaps it will even lead to an alliance on one front?”

Kier looked at her for a long time, sending something down the tether that she couldn’t quite read. That was the problem with feeling someone else’s emotions, even someone as close to her as Kier: there was not always a direct translation from his heart to hers.

“What if that doesn’t work?” he asked.

Grey shrugged. “Then we’ll figure it out.”

He looked at her, the expression clear on his face: What if they find out about you? She tried to school her own expression into an answering gaze of We will deal with it if it happens.

Ola blew out a long breath, tugging on the end of one of her braids. “It would be nice to have one less border to worry about.”

“I can do it,” Sela said, without anyone asking her. “I can get the truce—I’ll push for it. I’m supposed to inherit in a few years. My mother has to listen to me.” She was still squeezing Grey’s hand and ruining the bit of bread, still just a girl who’d run away from safety into something she didn’t understand—but Grey understood better than anyone that little girls grew up, and little girls with titles grew into rulers with power.

Grey looked away, far past the mountains, toward the sea. Something like longing stirred within her.

They made camp that night halfway up one of the rises, in a shallow dip protected by crests on either side. The cliffs above had just begun collecting little drifts of snow. “It will only get colder,” Kier warned as they set out blankets and bedrolls. “Keep close together.”

They sat together as Eron cooked up a new variety of beige. Grey changed the bandage over her stitches, then inspected Brit’s healing wounds. Kier was a ways away from them against the cliff, reading a book. Sela sat near Grey, stroking the horse’s side. It was called Pigeon, she’d learned, which made absolutely no sense. Horse names rarely did.

“Eron,” Ola said. “I can hear your wheels turning. What are you thinking about?”

Eron looked up, nearly knocking the pot over. “Sorry.” He cleared his throat. “How do we know for certain that someone survived Locke? What if the whole survivor thing is a lie? Didn’t the entire isle… explode?”

“If everyone had died,” Ola said, “there would be no magic at all.”

Eron considered this as he poured in the mush to soak. “But how do we know?” he asked finally. “It could still be possible that the letter from Severin was forged, and no wells have been born since the Isle’s destruction. How do we know that that isn’t because Locke is well and truly dead?”

“Because Locke is the root and foundation of power,” Sela said quietly. Grey focused on Brit’s skin, on the task at hand. “There is no power at all without Locke.”

“Then how were you born a well, if you were born after Locke?”

“Cleoc was pregnant with me when Locke disappeared,” Sela said, like it was a normal thing to know. “I was born just a couple months after. That’s probably why I don’t… have much to draw on. I’m barely a well at all.”

Grey did not want to think about this anymore. Because Sela was right: Locke was power; Grey was power. If she took her secret to her grave, kept fighting other wars and perished in them, she would take all of Idistra’s power with her.

If she did not reclaim Locke before her death, the nation’s magic would die. For good.

This was what she lay awake thinking of late at night; the one thing she could not fully discuss with Kier. He would push for her safety at any cost. Even if it meant the death of magic.

And the truth? She was afraid. She knew the death of each remaining member of her family—she remembered when word came of her beloved aunt Wren, who had been slaughtered in Nestria. She understood, then, how her godfather, Scaelas, immediately went to war with Nestria in retaliation—if Grey had been a sovereign and not a girl of eight, she too would’ve set the very seas on fire to avenge Wren’s death.

She knew of her cousins and aunts and uncles, those who had not been heirs to the Isle’s power and had instead been sent to marry into other nations to strengthen alliances. All of that fell away when Locke perished. None of them were safe, and Grey least of all.

She was a coward, at the end of it, willing to let the entire system die instead of putting herself at risk of facing the same fate.

She did her best to tune the others out. She finished her ministrations and tapped on Brit’s arm, signaling for them to move. They nodded, pulling their shirt down and shrugging back into their coat.

There was no further discussion on the topic. Kier marked his page and set his book aside, face-down, then looked out over nothing. Grey left the fire and went to sit by his side.

She leaned her head against his shoulder. After a moment, he wrapped an arm around her back and tugged her close. “How are you holding up?” he asked.

“Just dandy.”

“Less than two weeks, Flynn. Then the rest of our lives awaits.”

She sighed.

Lower, he said, just for her, “Power in bravery.” It was the motto of her family, her house, her isle. It was as if he knew what she’d just been thinking. Sometimes she wondered if he could take one look at her face and see every thought her brain held.

“I don’t feel very brave,” she admitted. “Or powerful.”

“Nor do I.”

She leaned further into him, looping her arm over his knee. The cliff face sheltered them from the swirling snow that had started, but it was cold against them—the wind was so loud here that she couldn’t hear the others; it was just as effective as being in a bubble.

“The wind,” she said, “reminds me of home.”

There was a beat of uncertain silence. “Does it?”

“Not that one.”

“Ah.” His arm tightened around her. “You dreamed of them last night.”

“Is that a statement or a question?”

“Statement. Your breathing changes when you do.” He laced his free hand together with the one she had on his knee, and the power flowed through them, a full unbroken circuit. “Has this been bringing up memories?”

“Here and there,” Grey admitted. “Nothing I can’t handle.”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Do you remember when we were her age?” she asked.

He was quiet for a moment. “I do,” he said finally, his hand tightening over hers.

It had been the last close call they suffered in Leota—and it had terrified her. Lot left during the summer before her fifteenth birthday, going to train, leaving them behind in a lopsided arrangement made worse by the fact she could no longer hide from her affection for Kier.

That winter, in a brutally cold storm that whipped the sea into frothy peaks below the cliffs, they had been sitting in Leota’s village square with a new letter from Lot and hot tea clasped in their hands. They were there when Mika, the town’s bailiff, strolled through with a group of his friends. Grey had always wondered how he managed to hold his post with his proclivity for drink—she preferred to just avoid him and his crew.

She’d been leaning on Kier, her cheek on his shoulder as they read, when she heard the laughter from the group of armored soldiers loitering nearby.

“All’s I’m saying is this.” Mika’s voice carried across the square, his words slurred with drink. “That boy can’t hide forever. Someday, someone’s gonna find him. And if I got my hands on ’im…”

At first, she thought he was talking about one of the village boys. She glanced up, frowning, wondering what they’d gotten into now.

“Could ransom him,” one of Mika’s friends said. “Imagine the payout.”

“Scaelas would find out,” another said.

“Nah,” Mika replied. “Nah nah nah. You’re thinking all wrong. You know what I’d do? I’d kill him. Stop this whole bloody business. No more power, no more magic, no more stuck-up mages with their bullshit. Then I’d chop ’im up and sell his parts.”

Grey froze—not even the hot tea in her hands could ease the chill in her bones.

One of his companions snorted. “Well, that’s one way to do it. You really think killing that kid would kill the whole system?”

“I think that if I had the chance, I wouldn’t hesitate to find out. Fuck Scaelas, and fuck this war. Let me rule, eh?”

More boisterous laughter filled the square, but Grey barely heard it. Her stomach swam with bile. Kier’s arm was tight around her, drawing her close, shielding her—because even at seventeen, he knew.

They had left the square, risking death on the icy cliff path that led to the shore; in their favorite pebbled beach cove, there was no risk they’d be heard. Grey’s panic was a tangible thing in her chest, her breathing uneven.

“Do you think,” she had asked, pacing back and forth, “others would feel the same? That it’s easier to kill me than to restore Locke?”

“I don’t know,” Kier admitted. He leaned back against the damp, cold rock, watching her. “But they’re not looking for you. They still think it’s Severin.”

Grey shook her head. “We can’t bank on that forever. Someday, they’ll figure it out.”

“Would that really be enough? If someone killed you, would they kill all power? Couldn’t someone else find the source again, or create it?”

“Yes,” Grey said bitterly, rubbing her eyes. “It would kill the power, to kill the source. The only way to take the control of power away from me is to get an heir, forcing a new line of inheritance, and then control that. I’m old enough to bear a child now, if forced, and I’m sure they would kill me after I gave them a well who could take on the power—”

“Grey, stop,” Kier said, gripping her arm. Her voice had taken on a new, high pitch of fear. He was pale, confronted with the truth of her worst fears. “That’s barbaric.”

She laughed, a short, harsh sound. “Then you doubt they’d do it?”

He pressed his lips together, a muscle ticking in his jaw. It was not the first time he’d been furious on her behalf, and she had the awful suspicion it wouldn’t be the last. “I won’t let that happen to you, okay?”

“You can’t control what happens to me.” She let him pull her into his arms, to wrap her up. She tried to time her breathing to his own, pressing her cold nose against his neck. “If Mika ever finds out—”

“He won’t, and I’ll kill him if he even gets close. But we can’t stay here waiting for someone to find you.” A pause, a beat. “Do you… want to be Locke?”

“No,” Grey said immediately, remembering the blood, the smoke, the flame. She pulled away, putting space between them—he was just comforting her, as any friend would. “I would rather die.”

“Then we’ll find a way to keep them from finding you. We’ll find somewhere to hide.”

“There is nowhere to hide,” Grey said, covering her face with her hands, her stomach heavy with the truth. “No matter where I go, the knights will be looking for me.”

“Unless,” Kier said, looking away from her, “you were one of the knights.”

She looked up at him. He did not seem afraid, nor did he wear that mischievous smile he had when they were doing something deliciously impulsive and ill-advised. He looked completely serious.

“Join them, you mean,” she said. “Follow Lot to training.”

“We could go together. They would probably let us stay together, even.”

She’d nodded, bitterness blooming. “When the patrol comes back next summer,” she said, arms crossed over her chest, leaning against the salt-soaked rock, “we will join up.”

“You’re too young to do it next summer. But if we wait a couple of years, train more…”

“We’ll lie.”

“Grey…”

She shook her head, fierce. “I’m not going to sit here and wait for someone to find me. To kill me. Maybe my father trusted Scaelas, but I—” She broke off, the tears ragged in her throat. “I don’t know if I can. I don’t know if I can trust anyone.”

“You can trust me,” Kier said. He reached out, his hand brushing hers. “Grey, no matter what happens, you can always trust me.”

So he had lied for her, and run away with her, and fought Imarta and both of his mothers on her behalf when they found out. When word got back to him, Lot had only written her a gentle letter about the dangers of battle. He had written Kier a much meaner, strongly worded letter about Grey’s safety, but he had ended it by telling his brother he was proud of him. Grey had found that letter again recently, still tucked into Kier’s pack.

Now, Kier took a deep breath, and Grey anticipated his next question, because he could always read her, especially when she least desired it—Do you want to be Locke? all over again, the same question nearly a decade later—which was why she was surprised when he said, “Do you want to go to Lindan?”

“What?”

“It might be nice,” he mused, his thumb skimming over the meat between her thumb and forefinger. “Lindle magic is different. No wells, no mages. Some are just… magicians, like they learned it. Like math.”

Grey knew all this, and Kier knew she knew. Like Idistra, Lindan functioned on an intrinsic system, meaning magical aptitude was a trait the Lindle were born with. Unlike in Idistra, all had some access to Lindan’s magic, though wielding it well was a matter of practice. “We probably wouldn’t have any magic at all,” Grey said carefully. “Not that far from Locke.”

“Mm. Maybe not.” He didn’t say, But you are Locke. He didn’t have to. “We could leave all of this behind.”

You can let the magic die, if you want to, he did not say. You do not have to save us and sacrifice your own freedom.

“Do you ever think,” Grey said, glancing at the others, but Eron had Sela stirring the pot as he chopped up bits of jerky to flavor the travesty that was dinner, and Brit was carefully braiding Ola’s hair next to the warmth of the magelight, which brought out the shimmers of red in her dark curls. “Do you ever think we’d be better off if we stopped running?”

“Stopped running from what?” Kier asked.

“Locke,” Grey said, the word barely more than an exhalation, and Kier stiffened—it seemed they were both surprising each other tonight.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he said.

“A terrible one, actually,” she agreed. But she paused, listening to the screaming of the wind—and sometimes they were so heavy on her heart, the family she’d lost, the place she’d never grown to fully know. Sometimes, when she closed her eyes, she was right there in the Ghostwood, and she’d open them and her stomach still hurt, but it ached with emptiness instead of power.

“You know what it would mean,” Kier said. “What could happen to you.”

And that was the crux of it, wasn’t it? Kier knew as well as Grey did why her family had been killed: to control the power. Whoever controlled Locke controlled all of the magic in Idistra. It was a simple miscalculation that had led to their downfall: they did not know that Locke would rather die than be controlled, that they would take everything down with them rather than allow the heir to be taken.

“You think they’d kill me.”

“Or worse,” he said. “We can’t be certain of Scaelas’s intentions. It’s too much of a risk.”

“We don’t need Scaelas,” Grey said. “We don’t need anyone.”

“We need allies,” he said. “You and I do not an army make.”

“Where’s that ego I know and love?”

He smiled, but only just. “I will go wherever you want to,” he said, “but we shouldn’t rush into a hasty decision, or do something because we’re backed into a corner.” He squeezed her hand, two short pulses. “If you want to go, it should be a genuine choice. Not the result of a forced hand.”

“I know,” Grey said.

“That’s a decision that can’t be reversed.”

She snorted. “Like retirement?”

“We could always re-enlist.”

“Gods, no.”

They sat for a moment in silence before Kier said, “Once you open that box, there’s no going back. It would reveal the truth of you.”

Grey nudged his jaw with her head. “You know the truth of me.” It was easy, like this, to pretend that there was something else between them other than friendship and the tether of power.

He laughed. Kier raised her hand to his lips, and she felt the brush of his new beard. “I do,” he agreed, “though sometimes I wonder.”

“Are you two going to eat, or are you just going to keep necking in the corner?” Ola called.

Grey sighed, untangling from Kier’s side. “We’re not necking,” she grumbled, even though she blushed as she said it. She half crawled back across the rocks to the circle of warm light. Sela handed her a bowl with a tentative smile.

“Captain Flynn?” she asked, moving closer with her own bowl, and Grey immediately knew from the girl’s tone that she was in for something.

“Grey works, kid. What do you need?” she asked, already mentally cataloging the things she had to do before sleep. Kier was across the light with Ola, going over tomorrow’s route.

“Can you explain binding to me?”

That again. Grey forced herself to get down three spoonfuls in rapid succession, thinking it over. “Maybe when you’re older,” she said finally. She was rewarded with a pout that made Sela look even younger.

“I don’t believe it has anything to do with that,” Sela said primly. “But you and the captain are bound. Why?”

Grey nodded. There was no point in edging around it: the fact was out there. “Why didn’t they train you as a well?” she asked. She knew the girl had power—she also knew how little she was able to use it.

Sela shrugged one shoulder. “I’ve tried, a few times, but I’m no good at it. So we decided to focus on my education instead. Diplomacy, magical history, geography. All that.”

Grey took this in. She remembered what Sela had said before, about barely being a well at all. Perhaps she was too weak for training—but she’d tethered to Brit in the battle, so there was something there.

Beyond that, she wished someone had been able to make such a decision for her. There were so many gaps in her own knowledge, holes that she didn’t think she’d ever be able to fill: history and geography, mathematics, continental languages. Her schooling had been so singularly dedicated to preparing her for a life at war, life as someone else’s tool, a life as a well and a healer, that she sometimes didn’t know who she would be if she’d genuinely had the choice.

“So why did you come back?”

Sela sighed through her teeth, poking her spoon around in her sludge, which she hadn’t finished. For all her sweeping declarations about the passable mediocrity of Eron’s cooking, she didn’t seem keen to eat it now. “I don’t know if I can explain it,” she said. “Do you ever miss your home? Familiarity? The place you know better than any others?”

Grey shrugged. She’d been moving around since she was sixteen. And though she’d lived in Leota for years, though that had been her home for most of her childhood, it wasn’t Leota she thought of when she smelled the salty brine of the sea.

“I guess that answers your question,” she said slowly, choosing each word with deliberate care. “About Kier and me. With power—with your mage. It’s like that, sometimes. You find someone, and they feel like home, and everything is stronger. I think that’s how it’s meant to be, for some of us. Not moving from mage to mage with every reassignment. I know Kier just as well as I know myself.”

“Do you love him?” Sela asked with the shamelessness of a teenager.

“Of course I do,” Grey said. There was no point in clarifying the way she loved him, or the ways it was unreciprocated. “But… there’s more to love than that.”

“Ola said it’s a foolish thing for anyone to do,” Sela admitted. For a second, Grey thought she was talking about love, and that she and Ola had been gossiping, but Sela clarified. “Binding, I mean. She said that Kier is useless without you, and that if you die, he’ll never be able to do magic again.”

“He’d be useless without me anyway,” Grey said, trying to make a joke, and finding it bitter in her mouth. She shrugged. There was no way to break a bond, no way to undo it, and they’d known that four years ago when he whispered her true name and pressed his blood to her mouth. “But we’re capable of a lot, bound as we are. It has its benefits. It makes both of us stronger.”

She looked at Sela’s full bowl, her upturned face. She wasn’t even pretending to eat anymore. Grey elbowed her gently in the ribs. “Eat something,” she said. “We’ve mountains to cross, kid.”

Sela sighed, but she did as she was told. A few moments later, when she’d finished shoveling the gruel in—speed was the only way to make the meal palatable—she said, “Can you train me?”

Grey had been expecting this. She watched the steady glow of the magelight, felt the warmth on her fingers. “I can try,” she said, “but I probably won’t be any good at it.”

“Trying is nice too.”

“And Brit needs to agree to help.”

“They probably will, if I ask nicely.”

Grey did not contest this. She sensed a shadow over her, then Kier came close. “We should probably get some rest,” he said. He’d clearly already told the others—Brit and Ola were already setting up their bedrolls. “Eron is taking the first watch.”

“Thanks,” Grey said. She watched him go back, setting out their sleep areas, leaving Sela’s closest to the warmth of the magelight. To Sela, she said, “Then we’ll try.”







I expected a lot of things from this marriage, but not love. It’s Isaak’s fault for loving me first and I am a fool because I have allowed it. The fact that it has found me, weakened me, makes me incandescently angry. I think of him, always, and nothing could enrage me more.

Letter from Alma, High Lady of Locke, to Wren Locke Teinek, her sister, 18 years AD
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IT WAS NOT AN easy thing, to cross the mountains at the turn of the season. Grey kept her hands in her coat as often as possible until Kier finally relented and made each of them tiny magelights, one for each hand, pulling from her constantly to keep them from getting frostbitten. They stopped every few hours to warm up their feet or eat or let Pigeon rest or graze at the increasingly infrequent patches of mountain grass and moss. Four days they spent in the mountains, sleeping in short spurts, huddled together on a double layer of bedrolls with three more pulled tight over the top. At night, the wind screamed so loud that she couldn’t tell the difference between waking and her nightmares. She often woke tangled in Kier’s arms, in Kier’s coat, her legs entwined with Brit’s or Sela’s, to find the captain’s eyes open and staring into the night.

“Stop worrying,” she murmured to him every time, but he only sighed and stroked her hair until she went back to sleep. Between hours of sleep, they took their watch shifts, pacing and frigid, forcing themselves through exercises to keep their circulation going.

As they walked through the mountains, Grey did her best to teach Sela. “I want you to imagine it as a ball of yarn,” she said, as her own mother had told her. “Find a thread and tie it to Brit, and let it unspool little by little. Not like a ball you throw—a thread, Sela. That’s all they need.” They practiced until Sela was able to connect to the mage without any directional nudging from Grey. She was a weak well at most, but she was a well. Just being an unbound well made her more useful than Grey herself, a fail-safe if they needed one.

Closer and closer they drew to the other side of the mountains, until Grey realized that they’d spent most of the afternoon going downhill instead of up. As evening fell in earnest, she hurried her footsteps, moving around Eron, then Pigeon, to catch up with Kier. “Where are we?”

He pulled out the map and said, “Aloducan peaks, crossing east.”

“Kier,” she said, fully accepting that her tone had slipped into whininess. She didn’t think she could identify the unmarked Aloducan peaks on the map if they stabbed her in the chest. He only sighed and pointed at their location with a brief tap. She traced her finger over it, examining the space between there and Grislar, and something like hope swelled in her chest.

“What are you thinking about our next move?”

He cast his eyes skyward. The clouds were steely gray, heavy with the promise of fresh snow. Grey was tired of the stuff, but at least the hard-packed frozen ground was better than mud. “I’ll defer to you on this,” he said. “I think we need to send letters from the next village we come to. We’re about five days out, and I need that time.”

Five days. The thought was nearly incomprehensible.

“Let’s camp here,” he said, louder, so they all could hear him. He nodded toward a sheltered patch of grass a few feet off the path.

Grey set herself up on a rock, laying her kit out as Eron began preparing the food. “Brit,” she called. “The big day has arrived.”

The mage came over, a smile creeping across their lips. “Time to take the stitches out?”

Grey nodded. When she had her workstation set up and had cleaned her hands, Brit removed their shirt, shivering in the cold, and stretched out. Kier positioned himself nearby, ready to help if needed.

Grey focused on her work, humming just a little as she did. There was quiet contentment around the camp—it took Grey a second to realize that Eron was telling stories as he worked.

“That’s not how I heard it,” Ola protested.

“You’re from the southwest. They can’t be correct,” Eron retorted.

“And what do farmers know of folk tales, then?”

Grey had no idea what they were talking about. She finished up and applied more salve to Brit’s wounds, then bandages. The mage dressed and Grey took off her own coat, then her shirt, wincing at the cold of the wind. Kier moved to sit next to her, taking her arm in his hands. She forced herself to pay attention to Eron for a distraction, if nothing else, as Kier started his work.

“They say that magic is a gift from the gods,” Eron said grandly. “That all gods came down, and chose a nation, and blessed it as they saw fit. And here in Idistra, we were blessed most of all, by our own gods: for we are never forced to endure alone.”

“Bullshit,” Ola said. She was sitting on a rock, stroking Pigeon’s nose. Sela sat at her feet, her head on the well’s lap. “No one says that.”

“Well, then you explain it.”

“In Lindan,” Sela said, “they think magic is a responsibility, and it must be learned.”

“Good thing we aren’t Lindle,” Brit muttered. “Eron, you’d be fucked.”

“I don’t have to feed you,” Eron said. “And besides—I can use Arkunish magic, and my father left me some of his spellstones.”

“Do they work here?” Kier asked, genuinely interested. He had always loved knowing as much as he could about how other systems of magic functioned.

“Not well,” Eron admitted. “And anyway, not to say too much about my father, but he only left me the shitty ones. They’re very specialized. So I suppose I’m really useful, but only if you have a drain blockage, or a thread that keeps snagging.”

“Alas,” Kier said. “I do not.”

Brushing past this, Sela said, “And in Ruskaya, did you know that the magicians are demons?”

Kier snorted. Grey looked up at him, at the careful concentration on his face. “To be fair,” she said quietly, “some would accuse you of… demonic qualities.”

He smirked, finishing the last stitch. Grey directed him to apply a salve and wrap the healing wound as the others bickered over the relative merits of other types of magic.

“Captain,” Eron said when he saw they were getting up. For a second, Grey thought he was talking to Kier, but he was looking at her. “You grew up on the coast. Tell us, what were the stories there? Where did they say our magic comes from?”

“Oh. Um.” Grey chewed on her nail. She knew the stories she believed, the variations they used to tell around the fire at night on Locke. She glanced at Kier, but he only gave her a smile. Bastard.

She accepted the bowl Eron handed her, pausing to let it warm her hands as she settled in next to Brit. Kier took a spot across the magelight from her, closer to Eron.

“Surely you heard some stories growing up,” Eron said, tucking into his food.

Grey pushed her spoon around. “Well, they say that this land existed before we did, don’t they? Hundreds of years ago, when no one lived here—actually no one; it was an island of sheep—there was a ship lost in the sea. It bore explorers from what is now Lindan, where magic is freer. Looser. But when they landed, they found that they were so far from home that the magic did not come as it once had.” She paused, looking up. “Have you heard this one before?”

Ola wrinkled her nose. “I think so?”

Brit and Eron shook their heads.

Grey chewed her lip, but she continued. “Now, after a hard winter, only two explorers remained. But they were out of food, and though they’d retreated to a small isle for protection and made a home for themselves, they could not live another winter there alone. So one suggested she could go searching the mainland, close by, to find provisions. The other woman feared she would never come back for her. So in the night, she stole her heart, and with it, her magic. The intrepid explorer went in search of food, and found it, but she did not feel whole—and she could not perform any magic on her own. When she returned to the isle with her provisions, she was delighted to find that her magic had returned, but only when she remained with her lover and betrayer. And for that reason, we need both: one to love, and one to betray.”

There was quiet for a long moment. She knew Kier was looking at her, but she did not look back until he cleared his throat and said, “I think I know a different version of that.”

“Gods, I hope so,” Ola muttered. “That was bleak.”

“In the version I heard, she gave her heart freely, as a promise to return.”

Grey felt her cheeks warm. She looked up, meeting Kier’s gaze. “Who told you that version?”

“Mom,” he said.

“Hopeless romantic.”

He shook his head, but he couldn’t hide his smile—the dimples of his cheeks were dark in the dying light of evening. Mom had heard that version from Imarta, Grey knew, who had heard it from Grey herself. And both versions were passed from Grey’s own mother, who decided which version she would tell based on how well behaved Grey and her brother had been that day.

There were other stories after that, but Grey didn’t participate in the telling. It was too easy to slip, to say something she wasn’t supposed to know. That night, when she and Kier went on watch, she looked out into the valley below and thought of the remains of the temple that went down with Locke, dedicated to the goddesses of love and betrayal—or of love and devotion, depending on who was there to make an offering. Retarik, Locke’s goddess of forgiveness, was also the goddess of devotion, the first of the named mages.

She hadn’t thought about the temple of Retarik, she realized, in many years. It was partially intentional, since the temple had been repurposed into a festival hall—the very same hall where the Isle had met its end.

Even that made her sad: there were so many things on Locke, so many details, and she was the only one to hold them, to go on remembering when everything else was lost.

She hadn’t believed in the gods, not really, even though she’d been named for one of them: Gremaryse, the goddess of the sea. Sometimes, she wondered if that was the only reason she survived the sea that night after Locke burned, if it was her namesake pushing her further and further toward Scaela’s foreign shores.

She tucked her knees to her chest, thinking of the ruins on the edge of the Ghostwood, looking out at the sea. Alma, her mother, was named after the other character in the origin story: Kitalma, the first well, the patron goddess of Locke. That, Grey thought bitterly, hadn’t been enough to save her.

In Scaela, there used to be more monasteries and altars devoted to Locke’s gods, but half were destroyed by Eprain and Nestria, who held no respect for the Isle’s superstitious ways. Grey herself had only been to one altar on the mainland, the one in Grislar, dedicated to Kitalma. She’d gone there to think and stare out at the sea, but most of all, to ask the goddess if the burden of her blood could be taken from her. If Grey, the last of her daughters, would be blessed with the mercy to forget.

They found the abandoned remains of an old shepherd’s cottage as the dark bled through the sunset. They were dotted all over the hills in this part of the country, out of season, closed up for the year. Kier inspected it thoroughly by magelight, repeating the process he’d gone through with the one they’d stayed in two nights before, though that one had been far nicer and less shack-like.

Grey stood in the doorway with her hands clasped in front of her, leaning into the power that flowed through the tether. She’d used so little of it lately, Kier only drawing from her when he was making magelights or clearing brush or seeking heartbeats in the path ahead: it left her feeling restless and overfull, to keep her reservoir of power so high.

He moved carefully through the two little rooms and up to the loft. The floor was half rotted, glassless windows looking out over the valleys that spread below. It might’ve been nice, once, she thought. Scraps of cloth hung from the bars over the windows, and she could just barely see the cheerful blue floral print. There were the ashes of a hearth near one wall, the chimney open to the dark night. It might’ve been cozy. Quaint.

She leaned against the wall, watching as Kier examined a patch of writing on the arched doorway between rooms. There was just something about looking at him. She’d never get tired of the familiarity of his shoulders, the shifting hazel of his eyes. He had his hand against the wall now, that ring from his brother shining dull silver—how many ghosts they carried, the two of them—and she imagined, aching, what that hand would feel like on her skin.

“What are you thinking, Flynn?” Kier asked, voice soft. She realized he was pulling from her, the tether showing more than she wanted. It happened, sometimes, that her emotions came through without her pushing them.

“Just, somewhere like this would be nice, maybe. In the hills. Away from it all. When we’re retired, I mean.”

He looked over, the corner of his mouth tugging up. “We’ve been living on top of each other for years. You’re not sick of me yet?”

“Never,” Grey said before she could think better of it. “And I wouldn’t even make fun of you if you brought a whole league of cartographers to your bed.”

He snorted, glancing out the window. “I wouldn’t worry about me bringing anyone else to our bed,” he said. He caught her hand, pressing a kiss to the back of her fingers.

Grey rolled her eyes, pulling back before he could feel the way her heart thudded faster. “Keep dreaming,” she muttered, because it was what he expected of her; because they always flirted, and nothing ever came of it; because he didn’t know how much she wished he could be sincere and let her down easy, for once.

His smile widened. “It’s clear,” he called to the others.

They filed through the open doorway. Sela and Brit laid out the bedrolls while Ola launched herself up the ladder to explore the tiny loft. Eron took the water buckets to the stream behind the house, then left one for Pigeon and brought the rest back. Grey turned away from the activity, from the domesticity of it, and leaned against the open window. Only days left, and then she and her mage would be— what? Just two good friends in a cottage somewhere? A cozy bed for her and Kier and all his would-be lovers, with just enough space for her own broken heart?

She chewed on her nail. She’d thought of telling him a thousand times, a million, how she felt. But he was just… There were so many opportunities. He had to know, somehow, and the simple fact that he had not said anything sincere was confirmation enough for Grey that he did not feel the same.

She loved him in every way it was possible to love a person. And for the most part, she knew he loved her back, in his own way—but as she stared into the emptiness of the mountains, she wondered for the first time if that would be enough.







Most rites of the Isle are unknown to those outside of the High Family and the close company they keep, but no processes are quite so obfuscated as the selection of the heir. It does not pass by age. If there is some divine right, a predetermined selection made by the old gods the Isle still holds dear, it remains unknown to the rest of Idistra.

“Even the seas burned”: A Brief History of the Rise and Fall of the Obsidian Isle by Bell Owndig, University of Isidar
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THEIR ROUTINE WAS SO well oiled now that Grey barely needed to think. They ate whatever mystery Eron created, then Sela and Brit washed up with buckets of water from the stream while Ola set out bedrolls and Kier examined the map.

“We’ll need to stop when we see a village,” Eron said, unpacking the stores of food and making careful tallies. “We guessed the provisions well, Captain.”

“That’s good,” Kier said, rolling the map up. “Grey, a hand?”

“A hand from the Hand,” Eron muttered, then sighed. “I need a break.”

“Six months of leave,” Kier reminded him.

Grey lowered herself to the floor next to him. He sat in the corner, one knee tucked up with a stack of papers propped on his thigh, the other leg straight out in front of him. He had a pale blue magelight balanced on his lap, casting ghostly light over the paper, deepening the shadows of his face. He kept rubbing at his straightened knee, pain written in the line of his mouth—he’d ripped a tendon in a skirmish three years ago, and it acted up when it was cold, or when he overdid the walking. Grey laid her hand flat over his knee and pushed a swell of power to him, relishing his sigh of relief.

“Thanks,” he muttered. Brit and Sela came in from the cold, closing the crooked door behind them; Kier barely looked up at the noise. “Can you read this? I don’t know if I’m phrasing any of it right.”

Grey took the paper. Neither of them was uneducated, and part of their training involved a certain measure of diplomacy—and with every promotion, there’d been further training on how to speak to officials. But there was a difference between “this is how you write a missive to a master” and “this is how you propose a truce between two nations who have been fighting for nearly two decades.”

She leaned against his shoulder, closer to the magelight, and skimmed the lines, half distracted by Ola and Eron’s joking. Her belly was warm with power, overwarm really, and she pushed a great knot of it to Kier.

He made a low noise in his throat, his hand closing over her knee. “You’re making me very sensitive, Flynn,” he murmured.

“I think it’s a start,” she said carefully. “But I know so little about diplomacy, so perhaps Sela—”

Kier’s hand tightened on her knee, fingers digging in. He wasn’t looking at her—he wasn’t looking at anything. His eyes were focused straight ahead, mouth half forming something he didn’t say.

“Quiet a moment,” Grey said to the others, pushing another knot of power at Kier. “What is it?”

He was on his feet in an instant, drawing his sword, swearing in a lovely mush of anger. “Heartbeats,” he said, stalking into the back room. There were no windows there, but he launched himself up the ladder to the loft. Grey hurried up after him, the others starting to follow until Grey made a quick sign with her hand. Eron pulled Sela into the corner of the back room, away from the door and windows. Ola and Brit lurked by the door, swords drawn.

Kier hoisted himself up into the loft and threw open a flue he must’ve found earlier. Grey hesitated, watching him push up through the ceiling, then followed suit, dragging herself to sit on the roof with him.

“We are absolutely going to fall through the ceiling,” she muttered, her heart pounding in her chest. Kier looked… She couldn’t say it, couldn’t come up with the words. She pushed him more power and he winced.

“What do you sense?” she asked, squinting out into the frigid night. The dark was cold and clear, the sky cloudless above, but it was a waxing moon—it was so unbelievably dark, and they were down the mountain enough that they didn’t have the lightening effect of the snow.

“I hope I’m wrong,” Kier muttered. He reached out blindly and she pressed her hand to his, squeezing tight. He took a shuddering breath, the tether between them running thick and taut with power. “There are heartbeats, Grey. Human ones. All around.”

She twisted around, looking behind them, up the ridge; then over. There, in a copse of trees behind Kier’s back, she only just made out the barely-there glow of a magelight.

“Kier,” she said, nodding in that direction. He craned around, sucking a breath through his teeth.

“How many do you feel?” she asked.

His eyes flicked shut, and she felt the fizzle of magic. “Thirty, at least,” he said, defeated. “Maybe more. We’re so close to the border— I wanted to avoid the higher elevation. Fuck, Grey.”

“Hey, hey,” she said, squeezing his hand. “We’ve gotten through worse.”

“They’re surrounding us,” Kier said, his magic mapping a scene that she couldn’t see. “I don’t think we can fight them. Not with Brit still injured, not with only five of us and Sela.”

“Don’t panic,” she said, but she was also panicking, so it was unhelpful.

Kier was gazing off into the distance, away from the mountain ridge—she did not like the look on his face. “You could get them out, you know,” he said quietly.

“Kier, I’m not leaving you.”

“You could at least let me try to protect you,” he said, frustrated.

She shook her head. She was not going to be the survivor again, not when it was Kier she risked losing. “Hold the martyrdom for a second. What if… Do you think we could take them? You and me?”

His gaze snapped to hers, brow raised. “Thirty? Forty? An entire company? Not a chance.”

“We could try.”

He shook his head. “There are wells too. Even if we take out the mages and typics, we wouldn’t have the strength to fight the Hands after.”

She chewed on her lip, assessing the well within her. She had not told him, out of fear, what it really meant to be Locke. What it really meant to be the first and last point of power, to hold the fate of all wells in her hands.

She had not told him, in her sixteen years of loving him, what she had done. What she could do. There was the chance, when he knew, that he would not love her back.

He saw that she was thinking something and grabbed her hand. The power flowed stronger between them. “We can’t take them alone,” he said.

Behind Kier’s back, she saw movement as the first line of soldiers crept down the ridge toward the little house—they hadn’t been spotted on the roof, she suspected.

“Not alone,” she said quietly. The reality of the situation was dawning on her, watching that line of soldiers move slowly but steadily toward them. She saw Kier’s gaze shift and suspected he was watching the same thing over her shoulder.

“Captain?” Eron called from below. “There’s movement ahead.”

“Do you trust me?” Grey asked.

He looked at her, serious as she had ever seen him. She had no idea what he could possibly be thinking when he said, “Unquestionably.”

Once she did this, once she showed this, she could never take it back.

She reached out, very carefully, and touched his cheekbone. “You and me,” she said, so quietly, as if her heart had already broken.

“You and me,” he agreed. “Final count is forty-three.”

She nodded, feeling that odd power run through her, placid as ever. When she followed him down the stairs, she felt herself a girl again, following Severin into the basement. Kier’s boots hit the dirt and the image flickered; the fire burned to nothing.

“Listen close and listen quickly,” Kier said. “We don’t have much time.”

The others stood awkwardly, weapons ready, confusion clear.

“We’re completely surrounded,” he announced with the grim sort of cheer that came before a near-death experience—or death, she thought. “Grey and I are going to do what we can. Brit, Ola, the second you hear anything, I want you running out the front and down the ridge, toward the sea. Eron and Sela, you ride Pigeon and seek shelter. The others will catch up. Get as far as you can. If we make it, we will find you. Do you understand?”

“But Captain—” Brit started.

“That’s an order,” Kier said. He looked at Grey, his eyes heavy with longing, and she understood. He hesitated, scanning the others. “I don’t think I can say what an honor it has been to lead you,” he said, and she couldn’t look at him, because if Kier was being soft like this, so openly—well, it really was the end, wasn’t it?

The others put on their coats. Grey sheathed her sword at her hip, like a soldier—she needed her hands. “Can you tell them apart?” she murmured to Kier as they crossed the front room.

“Yes,” he said. “Do you trust me?”

She gave him a long look. If she did not trust him, they would’ve been dead a long time ago.

There was no sign of movement when they went out the door and shut it behind them. She had the impression of the artificiality of the night’s stillness: no birds flew; no small creatures rustled in the grass. They went three paces from the door and stopped.

Grey faced Kier, watching the wind whip the stray curls over his forehead, tug at the bottom of his coat.

“If we live through this,” she said quietly, “I want to bring back Locke.” She knew, with gripping certainty, that there was very little chance she would live through this.

The corner of his mouth tugged up, half scar, entirely hers. “I’ll meet you there,” he said.

Something moved in the grass beyond them. There was a signal, then an increase in the rustling. They did not have much time. Grey drew a breath, but she did not look away from her mage. Inside herself, she felt her own power, and she reached.

It was always meant to be this, she could see now, looking up at Kier and watching him look back. The two of them together, dying like this, so close that years from now, someone would come back to this place and find their bones locked together.

She wondered idly, on the edge of death, what had happened to her brother’s body. Severin, she thought. Severin, how could I ever forget you?

She leaned forward before she could lose herself, already feeling the tugging in her middle. She pressed a hand to Kier’s cheek to steady herself, then pushed to her toes and kissed him, once, her mouth to his in a move that was almost chaste. It was the only goodbye she could manage.

She broke away—and one of his hands was at the small of her back, pulling her hard against him. His hand found her hair, his fingers spearing through, thumb sweeping across her temple. Kier kissed her, properly kissed her as he never had before, and her heart ached with everything she would never have.

Maybe he did know. Maybe, after all this time, this was the one consolation he could give her.

He looked at her when she pulled away, brushing the hair from her forehead. “Power in bravery,” he murmured, the motto of Locke.

He held his hands out, palms up. Grey placed hers on top of his, feeling the certain exchange of a closed circuit, of her power flowing into him and growing, growing, growing. She took all of the feelings that made her more powerful and swallowed them, not caring if they traveled through the tether. She faced the adoration and the devotion and the love, the jealousy and the agony and the longing. There was not a single word she could say to him to encompass it all, sixteen years by his side and the devastation of not having more.

She forced herself to focus on the pulsing well of power in her middle. She stretched and stretched, reaching, finding the other pulses surrounding them—and she pulled.

There was a gasp somewhere, then a cry. Another shout. Kier’s eyes flashed open—the irises were not quite hazel, glowing in the gold that emanated from their palms—and there was another yell, too close, and he said, “Grey—”

She felt the power sliding loose from the wells around them, the cries of horror as all were drained and left barren. It was too much, filling her as she pulled harder, stripping them, leaving them as defenseless against Kier’s magic as common typics.

She took all of that power and pushed it at Kier.

The tether in her middle pulled taut, so tight she thought it would cleave her in half. She gritted her teeth against the pain, tears squeezing from her eyes, rolling down her cheeks. She hadn’t remembered how much it hurt, to take so much power into herself, to pull it from the root.

It was like being drunk, to have so much at once, to command it.

“Take it all,” she said.

Kier listened. Grey felt the power leave her in one fierce swell even as more rushed in to replace it, and then there was more screaming, louder, from all around; she thought she was screaming, too, and maybe even Kier.

Grey detonated.

She was on her knees in the dirt. There was blood in her mouth. There was blood in her mouth and she was not quite down because there was something there; something had caught her and held her as the screaming around them cut off sharply.

Severin’s hands on hers, bruise-tight—

There was nothing left. She was an empty vessel, lowered to the ground on her back. She stared up at the night sky for an immeasurable moment, choking on her own blood.

She felt it in her stomach, the shift of power, the moment her mother died—

Power in bravery. Grey’s vision flickered, and she was only half aware of the voice calling her name. Quietly, she slipped away.
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ON THE ISLE OF Locke, night had only just fallen when the ship arrived at the harbor.

In the old days—which really weren’t that long ago at all—the child of the Isle who wasn’t selected to inherit married based on letters and furtive meetings and discussions of the exchange of power and renewals. Such was the fate of Lady Wren, sent to Nestria to marry the week after her eighteenth birthday; such was the fate of Locke’s aunts and uncles and great-aunts and great-uncles. Choice, their mothers and fathers always taught them, was an illusion. Though those on the mainland or in the villages could court and engage in dalliances and marry for want, that was not the role of the Isle, nor the role of its family.

No one was foolish enough to speak of love. Especially when whoever married Severin would not know if they were marrying the heir to the Isle and its power, or only their sibling.

“Choice,” Isaak Locke said to his son, as he swiped imaginary lint off Sev’s shoulders, “is your right.”

They stood in an upper room in the fortress, in the suite the family occupied for themselves. The candlelight burned warm against the frigid gloom—it was nearly spring, but that hardly mattered on the Isle, and wouldn’t matter at all until summer came sweeping through Osar and Maerin and the Ghostwood and the Barrens for approximately three weeks before it went racing away again. Isaak had already dressed his firstborn son in one of his own doublets, picked through with shimmering golden thread in the shape of pears and cherries.

From the corner where she sat, Maryse said, “This is boring.”

Severin shot her a glare. They did not often fight more than the usual bickering between children—after all, with seven years between the two of them, there was not usually much to fight about.

“Gremaryse,” Isaak sighed. “Didn’t your mother want to speak to you?”

“She already did,” Maryse said, curling back into the cushion she rested in on the floor. It was supposed to be for Markit, Severin’s large hound, but Markit had been sent to the stables for the evening. She did not take well to visitors, which was usually fine, because the Isle received few of them—until recently.

“And?” Isaak asked. He glanced at his daughter, and Maryse was certain he saw how her braids had already started unfurling, and how curling into Markit’s bed meant she was now covered in dog hair, her new dress wrinkled.

“She told me to behave,” she said primly.

Severin and his father exchanged a glance. Maryse sank deeper into her cushion and closed her eyes, lulled into peace by the scent of firewood and the low murmur of her father’s voice.

“You don’t have to make any decisions,” Isaak said, turning his attention back to Severin. “That’s not what this is about, not yet. I just want you to see if you take to her, if she is someone you would like to speak to again.” He went back to straightening Severin’s clothes, then took a chain from the collection of jewels he’d brought, securing it across his son’s chest. Maryse was pretty sure it had been a gift from Torrin to her father—the little stone pins at either side shone light blue. Scaelan colors.

“Is this because of Aunt Wren?” Severin asked. “Because Uncle Pol is a cur and a brute and a tyrant.”

Isaak cleared his throat. He aimed a look at Maryse, who was watching the two of them through her eyelashes, feigning sleep—she had the feeling she wasn’t meant to be here for this little speech, so she just snuggled deeper into Markit’s bed, letting a contented smile creep across her lips.

“You did not choose to be born into this,” Isaak said. “You didn’t choose to be born Locke, nor to be a mage, nor to become a piece on the board. So the least I can give you is your freedom, even if your mother resents me for it.”

“She might say she does,” Severin said, stepping away from his father. “But she doesn’t. She married you for love, after all.”

“She married me for duty,” Isaak corrected. “We just happened to be lucky that duty and love were not mutually exclusive.”

The plot was Isaak’s idea, after all. Maryse had lurked in the halls as her parents fought in hushed tones (which was unusual for them) about the future of their children. Isaak was Scaelan and had married into the Isle; thus, Locke’s customs probably still struck him as cold and unfeeling. After nearly a week of those hushed fights, and another week further of Maryse watching the stony silences between Isaak, Locke, and Severin at family meals, they reached an agreement.

As a child of the Isle not born to inherit, Severin had to marry a noble from one of Idistra’s other nations to protect the alliances between the nations, and to increase power. But Isaak was unhappy with the idea of arranging a marriage, no matter how much his wife reminded him of the customs.

In return, he asked for a compromise: from Severin’s fifteenth birthday until the day he chose to marry, they would host one eligible noble for one week of every month. That allowed Severin to get to know each of them before he was old enough to marry, and write to the eligible girls to build a relationship over time. He would not be forced into a loveless marriage, as Maryse’s beloved aunt was in her youth. He would still marry for power, still follow the rites of the Isle—but he would make his own choice.

When their grandmother heard of the arrangement, she was furious for weeks. The only thing that drew her out of her room when the first visiting noble from Nestria arrived was nosiness—which Maryse understood, because little else kept her from misbehaving.

Now, on the eve of the third visit, Maryse felt the whole business was growing rather dull. After all, how many girls were there in Idistra who would want to marry someone like Severin? Maryse loved her brother, but she could not understand someone else willing to love him unless they were forced to.

“Maryse,” Isaak said softly. She felt his hand on her cheek and opened her eyes. Her father stood above her, smelling of pine and the Isle’s cold, like he always did (unless Uncle Torrin came to visit, in which case he smelled like wine, and sometimes Torrin’s favorite dark liquor). His hair was nearly all gray now, his eyes lined but still joyful. When she thought of her father, she thought of him laughing. She glanced over his shoulder, at Severin studying his own reflection as he chose an earring.

“Yes?”

He gripped her hands, pulling her up to sitting as he squatted in front of her. Maryse turned her fingers to wrap around his hands, as always tracing his rings with her fingertips: one that showed his marriage to Locke; one that bore the crest of the Isle and his own signature as lord consort; and one that made her grandmother roll her eyes: a token from Scaelas as a show of gratitude.

“What else did your mother tell you?” he asked, his voice a bit more tense, a bit more urgent.

Maryse looked down at their linked hands, at the freckles that speckled her father’s skin below the cuffs of his shirt. “She reminded me of what to do,” she said quietly, “when we have visitors.”

“Recite it for us,” Severin said from across the room. He had turned around to lean on the dresser, his arms crossed over his chest as he stared at his boots. Sometimes, when he stood like that, when she looked up at him, he was still a boy; but sometimes she registered that she was still a child, and he was very much not.

She chewed on her lip. She wished for a day when they could do this, go through these motions, without reminding her of the worst of it.

“If they draw arms,” she said, her voice high-pitched and nervous, “I am to run to the cellar—not the nice cellar, but the root cellar below—and bar the door. There I am to await my guard. I am to wait, no matter what happens, for someone to come for me.”

“And?” Severin prompted, eyebrow raised.

“Whoever comes must know the recitation of the Isle’s holy verses,” Maryse said. “And I can’t keep picking the twenty-seventh verse, just because I like it, as that makes it too easy,” she added.

“Very good,” Isaak said. He tugged on her hair. “Your ribbons?”

She turned her head, swallowing hard. Her mother had done her hair herself. Isaak ran his fingers over the ribbons and the pearls threaded through them, which really were not pearls at all. They were poison.

“And your boots?” he asked.

She got up, using her father for balance as she turned and lifted her heels, showing him one boot heel, then the other. He tapped them, checking the knives.

“And Maryse,” Severin said. “If one of them tries to kidnap you?”

She hated this question most of all. “They are not to succeed,” she said quietly.

“Very good,” Isaak said, kissing her knuckles. He stood, knees creaking, keeping Maryse’s hand in one of his. “And Severin? If you’re with her? If you are able to save her?”

A muscle in Severin’s jaw tensed. “I know what to do.”

It wasn’t the third month they came for her, or the fourth, or even the fifth. It was the seventh month, weeks before the feast to celebrate Maryse’s ninth birthday, when Isaak’s desire to give his son a choice became the Isle’s undoing.

In Retarik’s temple in Osar, now a great hall, Severin and Maryse sat at the high table, awaiting their company. Maryse hated the cold, massive hall, and she was growing so tired of these monthly reception feasts, and Severin had stolen the last of her honey cakes. She sat pouting, arms crossed, as the courtiers in front of her danced. She did her best to avoid Locke’s gaze; her mother was surely sending her a stern look to act in a way more befitting her station. To act like the heir to the Isle.

Before these monthly feasts began, Locke had so rarely hosted great dinners like this, so rarely called all the inhabitants of the Isle together for a feast—but now, seven months in, they too danced as if they were weary of the adventure.

Maryse wondered, kicking a wooden beam under the table, how long the treachery could endure.

Beside her, her brother slouched in his chair, one knee brought up to support his elbow. Their father kept darting reproving glances over at him, which Sev studiously ignored.

This was the seventh month—but it was the first time the visitor was a repeat suitor, specifically requested by Severin for a second visit.

It wasn’t a wedding, but it wasn’t an insignificant event, either. Maryse kept glancing over at Severin. He was only fifteen, but he would probably have to marry at eighteen, which wasn’t really that far away—but at least he would be marrying someone he knew. Someone he chose. If she had to marry someone she’d never met before, like Aunt Wren had to, she supposed she would be terrified. She supposed she’d want three years of awful monthly parties to prevent something so heinous.

Maybe, she thought, if Severin made his choice now and focused on courting instead of meeting, the parties could stop, or at least slow down.

If anyone was left in Maerin that night, they would’ve noticed the shimmering of shields bending around ships, and the soldiers that unloaded from them after the lady was unhanded and taken up to the temple. They would’ve noticed as the forces moved swiftly through Maerin, then the little houses between Maerin and Osar, making tidy work of anyone who had stayed behind from the night’s festivities. They would have noticed the cloying scent in the air—some drug only just discovered on the mainland, one that broke the tether between a mage and a well. One that rendered the warning system of magic between the guards and their High Lady unusable.

They would’ve noticed as the first of the houses began to burn.

In the great hall, the revelers came to a stop as the doors opened, and the citizens of the Isle melted away toward the walls, clearing a wide aisle between the doors and the head table.

Next to Maryse, Severin stopped his fidgeting. He did not look any less bored, but that in itself was a mask.

The knights came in four columns, their surcoats bearing the crest of Eprain: a boar, speared through, over a field of arrows. When they reached the head table, they split apart to reveal the girl. Last time, she had come with her father, Eprain’s commander and Epras’s younger brother; this time, she stood alone. She was dressed in pale pink silk, her blonde hair braided and pulled away from her face. She seemed to Maryse to be dripping in gems, from the heavy sapphires at her throat and ears to the pearl and diamond netting that covered her hair, as if she’d been dipped in the sea and had brought the shining remnants of the deepest blue with her.

Maryse wondered if any of her gems were poison, too.

The girl dropped to her knees before the table, her head bowed. “Your majesty,” she said to Locke, a show of deference. Then, softer, “My lord.”

Locke stood. “Lady Polenna,” she replied, addressing the girl first before she nodded at the knights. “How lovely it is to see you again.”

It was a lie. The last time, after Lady Polenna left, Maryse and her mother went on a spirited ride through the forest to practice Maryse’s tethers under pressure, and at a distance.

I don’t like her, Maryse had admitted to her mother as they tore through the forest. I think she’s dull.

Locke had frowned, looking over at her daughter, and Maryse prepared for disapproval—but her mother’s eyes sparkled, and she had only shaken her head. I can’t say I disagree, she said finally. But a dull wife is better than a dangerous one.

There was no sign of that now. As usual, Locke greeted outsiders with a cool, lofty disinterest—maybe even superiority—that Maryse herself never managed, no matter how often she practiced the look and tone in the mirror.

“His Lord Epras apologizes for his absence, your majesty,” one of the knights said.

“I am dismayed to hear he could not accompany his niece,” Locke said. Maryse watched her mother’s hand on her wine goblet. The silver seal ring tapped against the metal as she lifted it to her lips.

Something was wrong. Unlike Maryse, Locke never fidgeted.

“As is he, I assure you.”

Locke inclined her head.

Maryse shifted in her finery. She did not like the look in her mother’s eyes—there was an anger there, simmering just below the surface. It was like when Maryse did something she wasn’t supposed to in front of strangers and Locke had to keep her temper and not scold her until they were alone. Maryse was very happy, in that moment, that the look was not directed at her.

“You’ve brought quite the force,” Locke said. “Especially for a second meeting.”

The knight said nothing.

The girl, ignored until now, made her way toward the table and bowed her head to Severin. Severin inclined his as well, not as low as formalities would deem appropriate, but enough to acknowledge. Maryse saw her brother’s hand by his side, clenched into a fist.

“Did you get my last letter?” the girl asked, her voice low and sweet.

“I did,” Severin said. Maryse did not really understand what they were talking about. She’d seen her brother blushing as he read parchment in the keep’s library, but he always folded the papers and pushed her away when she came close. None of your business, he said when she asked what he was reading. He spent long hours in his room after the letters started arriving, his fingers stained more and more frequently with ink.

He was so nervous that his voice trembled. Maryse looked at him with something like wonder as Severin reached out to touch the girl’s face, his own expression softening. Locke herself did not look at the couple; neither did Isaak. Both stared straight ahead as if daring their court to comment.

“How was the voyage?” Severin asked quietly.

The girl opened her mouth to answer—just as bells started outside. The tolling, Maryse knew, was the sound of alarm for when all other enchantments of warning failed.

Outside the hall, there was a shout. Maryse, paying attention again, felt a great wrenching inside her stomach as the drugs outside began to wear off, as she sensed the desolation unfolding across the Isle without their notice.

A ripple went through the crowd. Maryse heard someone shout, then Locke was on her feet. “Guards!” she shouted.

Maryse tore her eyes from Severin—there were people falling all around the room, mages crumbling, wells standing shocked. She saw one of the girl’s soldiers turn, plunging a sword into someone’s stomach.

Severin moved so quickly that Maryse missed it. One moment he was standing still with the girl at his arm; the next, his dagger was through her heart, and she was falling to her knees before him, shock clear on his face.

Maryse stood watching, jaw dropped. For all her lessons, all her poisoned pearls and boots full of knives, Severin had been learning his own rites of protection over the Isle and his sister.

Severin had learned not to hesitate.

“Take her,” Locke said urgently, moving around Severin to Isaak as he rose.

Severin grabbed Maryse, his hands still slick with blood. It took Maryse a moment to realize she was sobbing, great racking cries tearing from her throat. Sev shushed her as he fled through the kitchens with her in his arms, then down a back passage into the cellar. There was another stairwell down that way that led to the sea—but when he wrenched the door open, they were greeted with a wall of flame. He slammed the door, coughing from the smoke.

He hesitated, and they both heard the boots on the floor above them.

“I thought you loved her,” Maryse cried, unable to make sense of it all. Upstairs, someone shouted—one of the cooks.

“I love you more,” Severin said fiercely. He set her down in the dirt and paced, pulling at his hair. “I just—Retarik’s bones, this wasn’t supposed to happen. What do we do? What do we do?”

Maryse flinched when Sev swore on the name of the gods. She sat, her knees pulled to her chest. Upstairs, she could feel the push and pull of magic; she could sense the wells being extinguished like flames. She could not make herself reach for her pearls, nor her knives—not when she wasn’t alone here, not when Severin had escaped too, not when it was actually happening.

“Is Locke living?” Severin asked, dropping to his knees in front of her.

She reached out—she was not good at it, unpracticed still, but she pressed. She tried to sense her mother in the battle above. There was a great flame in the middle of it, but it was waning.

“Yes,” she said. But not for long, something whispered in her mind. Severin must’ve read the look on her face.

He gripped both of her hands. “I cannot protect you from this,” he said. He held her face, pressed her close to kiss her forehead. “Don’t be afraid, Maryse.”

“I’m not.”

He took a breath, the panic on his face clearing, resolving into a peaceful calm she did not understand. It scared her, then, how much he looked like their father. “I need you to do something.”

She looked up at him, terrified. There were boots on the stairs, then fists slamming the doors. Severin looked up, over her shoulder, and sucked a breath through his teeth. “We don’t have much time.”

Agony tore through her. Maryse gasped, gripping her stomach as some great power extinguished. She screamed, trying to keep the pain at bay, but it was no use. She fell forward onto her hands. Severin caught her and held her close. He shook against her, and when she looked up, her brother was crying.

“Locke has fallen,” he said, reading the expression on her face. He closed his eyes for one brief moment. Maryse could not stop the sobs that racked her body, the wailing noise coming from somewhere deep in her chest. There was a crackling sound behind them, and she sobbed harder as the door behind Severin smoked, then burned.

He shook his head. “Stay quiet.”

She stayed quiet. He repositioned them so they sat on the floor, facing each other. She tried to wipe her nose, but he caught her hand and held it. He took her free hand with his. A closed circuit.

There was pounding overhead, pounding behind her, crackling flames behind him.

“You are Locke now,” Severin said, very quietly. “Do you understand?”

She shook her head.

“I need you to do it, Maryse.” He did not explain, and he did not need to. He wanted her to do the thing she had been expressly told she mustn’t do unless the Isle itself was at stake. He wanted her to do the thing that hurt more than anything else, the thing that felt the very best of all.

“I can’t.”

“You must.”

“I—”

“Maryse, if they find you, if they take you, they’ll get all the power of Locke. They will find a way to control it.” He spoke quickly, so quickly that his words were tangled, but she understood them all the same. It was the same thing her mother had always told her, had always warned her might come to pass.

“We can run. Together.”

“We can’t,” Severin said, and now the tears flowed freely down his cheeks. “If they take you, if you refuse to let them control you, they will make you bear an heir as soon as you’re able. One who will hand over all the power, who they can control—and then they’ll kill you anyway. I can’t save you. You have to save your power, Maryse—you have to save yourself.”

She knew. She knew all of it, and what would happen to her if she didn’t use her own power. She could barely breathe, choking on tears.

“After it’s done, you have to run. You will live, Maryse, if you forget us.”

“No.”

“Do you promise,” Severin whispered, “to let us go?”

“No,” she whimpered. She did not hug him; she did not break the circuit. He squeezed both of her hands, and it hurt.

“You have to,” he said.

As she sobbed, the door behind Severin exploded in a shower of sparks. They both ducked, but the hot embers showered down on Sev’s body. Above her, he screamed in pain even as he shielded her. She felt the tether take, the most familiar sensation in the world.

“Now, Locke!” he shouted.

Maryse relented. She reached out, felt the swell of the island below her, felt the swell of the power as she stripped it from every other well on the Isle. It all rushed into her in one great torrent, so much power for such a small body, too much power. She pushed it at Severin even as he screamed.

Eyes shut, his hands gripped in hers, they detonated Locke and everything with it.







It is not a weakness, Alma—or should I only call you Locke now?—to love. I wish my own union had been as lucky, and frankly, I envy you. It is a mighty, powerful thing for someone to see your worst faults (and as your sister, I assure you there are many) and want all of you anyway.

Letter from Wren Locke Teinek to Alma, High Lady of Locke, 18 years AD
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HER CHEST FELT LIKE it was splintering to pieces. Something warm was pressing on it, hard enough to break her. Her eyes were already open when she focused on the bleary shape above her. It was his hands on her heart, forcing it to beat.

“I have you,” he said. “I’m not letting go.”

He didn’t have to. Grey closed her eyes and slipped back under.

“Grey.”

She was back in herself, back near her own body, though she had no memory of leaving or returning. Her name was soft, insistent, in a voice she wasn’t fully certain of—she was conscious that her head hurt, an endless beating pain behind her eyes. She hissed at the pressure of it, the wet heat of her mouth, the taste of metal. She did not think she could move—every limb was cemented, paralyzed, as if someone had draped a great lead-lined blanket over her and tied her to the ground.

Hands on her forehead, brushing her hair away—something cool. “Grey,” they said again, then more distantly, “Captain. She’s stirring.”

“Our fucking luck to lose the healer,” someone else said. Brit.

“Go be unhelpful somewhere else,” Kier snapped.

Movement. More shuffling. Something warm and dry was on her cheek, then a door closed elsewhere. All other voices ceased—all other noises cut off. She stretched her hands and felt fabric underneath them; nice soft fabric, not the bedrolls they’d been using for the last two weeks.

The emptiness stretched out inside of her like a raw wound, like something had been cleft from within her, leaving her a bloody shell in its wake. She moved her hand to her stomach as if to prove it was still there—a hand caught hers and something tried to spark to life in that emptiness.

The migraine flared. She hissed against it. His lips brushed her forehead, and she sank back into nothing.

She came awake like a small vessel cresting over a wave. She sucked in a breath, asleep and screaming one moment and awake and screaming the next, her throat cracking and bleeding again, and the dark was so full and awful and complete—

Noises sounded in the other room, but in this one, she sat straight up into nothing. The fire ceased—Grey stopped screaming. She opened her eyes.

She didn’t know where she was—an enclosed space, dirt floor, thatch roof. She was in a small room, alone, even though he’d promised she wouldn’t be.

A shape darkened the doorway. She knew it as she knew her own heart. Kier stepped into the room clutching a magelight to his chest—not his, not without her; this one was pale green—and kneeled down before her.

“Are you here?” he asked, and she didn’t understand. She reached for his face, ran her hand across the new beard and felt a deep, throbbing ache in her middle. The tether was limp and empty inside of her.

“I can’t feel my power,” she said, unable to contain the edge of panic.

He shifted his weight to sit cross-legged next to her, drawing her out of the blankets and into his lap. “It’s okay,” he murmured. “I feel it. There’s just—there’s so little left. You need time. We used… a lot.”

She buried her face in his chest, searching for memories, even as the dread rose like bile inside of her. “What did I do?”

Kier paused. “I don’t know if—”

“Tell me.”

Pause. “We killed them.”

“How many?”

Pause. “Forty-three. All of them. Mages… and wells.”

The breath left her in a whoosh—she remembered the catastrophic ache in her gut, the implosion of forty-three hearts at once, the massive death that drained her to the bone.

“I didn’t know,” Kier said carefully, “you could do that.”

“Mm.” She let her eyes slide closed, let that unspoken grief unfurl through the tether. He gripped her harder. “Don’t get used to it.”

“I won’t.”

He was quiet for a moment and she listened to his heart, the beating of it, forcing herself not to think about forty-three lives lost in the blink of an eye, forcing herself not to think of the thousands who went down with her lost nation. So much destruction, so much pain, all because of her.

“Grey.” There was hesitation in his voice, and she wanted to weep. This was why she’d hidden herself for so long. She couldn’t bear it, now he knew the truth of her. “They never named the heir to the Isle, before it vanished. Because you weren’t of age.”

She felt the fear in her chest—but this was Kier, and he already knew. “No,” she said. “They didn’t.”

“Was Attis right, then? Did it pass to you when Severin died?”

Grey couldn’t meet his eye. In her young life, her mother had one rule: do not reveal who is to inherit. Do not reveal who is a mage and who is a well. Do not reveal what power you do or do not hold. Even now, even though this was Kier, and she trusted him with her very soul, she did not know how to speak the words.

She remembered being eight years old, Lot and Kier both looking at her as they hatched a plan. She remembered the lie, like poison in her mouth.

But because it was Kier, she didn’t need to lie.

“No,” she said.

“Severin was a mage, wasn’t he?”

Grey squeezed her eyes shut. “Yes,” she said.

“He was never the heir to Locke. It was always you.”

You lied to me, he did not say.

She didn’t answer. There was no need to. The heir to Locke was always a well, and if the firstborn was a mage, or typic, then another child would take the Isle.

“Can I put you down? I want to see your face.”

She didn’t want him to see her, but she needed to see his expressions. She needed to know how he looked, now that he knew she had kept this from him: this, the biggest secret of all. “Yes.”

Kier shifted, laying her on her back. She missed the warmth immediately—she couldn’t imagine sitting up on her own, let alone seeking him. Her spine felt oddly unarticulated.

He moved to press his hand to her cheek, stroking softly. “Is that what happened?” he asked, so quietly it broke her heart.

She looked away, tears coming to her eyes despite herself. He didn’t need to clarify. Is that how you killed them all? he didn’t ask. Is that how you destroyed Locke?

“Yes,” she said, her voice breaking. She closed her eyes, wishing away the truth. “They thought… they thought that if they controlled Severin, they could control power. And they tried to take him. But it was never my brother. They needed to control me.”

Kier took a breath. Held it. Then he nodded, and kissed her forehead. It took her a second to feel something odd, a pulse of light crawling up the tether—it was like warmth inside of her, nestling in that empty cavern where her power usually resided. She felt it, warm and glowing, a new sort of power, and her bones didn’t feel quite like they were not where they were meant to be anymore. She opened her eyes.

“What was that?” she asked.

Kier gazed at her evenly. She felt the wall against her arm; she pulled herself up so she could lean against it.

“Where are we?” she asked instead, rubbing at her eyes. She wasn’t wearing her shirt anymore, but rather a large blanket wrapped around her, and her vest underneath.

“Sorry,” he said, noting her gaze. “You bled or vomited on everything else, so Ola gave up trying to keep you dressed. We’re in another shepherd’s hut, further down the valley. It seemed… safer.”

Grey nodded, taking in the small room. There was a bed frame against one wall, stripped metal, no mattress. This one had a real wooden door, too, but it was shut.

“Do they know what I am?”

Kier winced. “They suspect as much,” he said.

There was no point worrying about that, so Grey forced herself to move past it, even as she felt her secrets unraveling beneath her. “How long have I been asleep?” she asked.

“Two days. Nearly. You didn’t even stir when we moved you. Scared the life out of Brit—they would’ve thought you were dead if you didn’t make so much noise.” He winced. “Not exactly the safest way to travel.”

She nodded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to… go.”

Kier moved to her legs, stretching them out in front of her. His hands found her calf, massaging the place she was always sore. “We’re alive because of you.”

“That’s not true. You did the magic.”

He shook his head, slow and reverent. “That’s not… Grey, surely you must know how impossible your power is.”

“Clearly not,” she said, leaning her head back against the wall. “You know what I am. What that means. What that makes me.” She wanted to close her eyes and sleep for three more days, possibly forever. Kier’s hand stilled, as if he could feel the self-hatred leaking through every pore. Yes, they lived—but for what?

“Grey.”

She opened her eyes. He sat very still in that way she could never manage—she always had to be moving. Even now, her fingers were caught in the blanket she wore, tangling in the edge. He swallowed hard, and she watched the movement of his throat. He was half the boy she knew, the boy she grew up with, modified with at least a quarter scar tissue and a new broken nose and beard, and yet… and yet he was the same. The same but different, and she could only feel an aching sadness inside of her when she thought about him growing older. She wanted to know the changes in him by heart.

“You nearly died,” he said.

“Yes.” There was no point in denying it. Even now, with every movement, she felt like she was one slip-up from the grave.

“And I…”

Grey swallowed back the lump in her throat. This was where it would come: this was where he would tell her that she had corrupted herself with that power. “Yes?”

“I can’t imagine… not having you.”

She smirked, the corner of her lip tugging up. A seed of bitterness sprouted in her stomach—she wondered if he couldn’t imagine not having her, or not having her power. “Retirement is coming soon, Captain,” she said. “You’re not sick of me yet?”

“That is absolutely not what I mean.”

She laughed, the sound aching inside of her. “I’m your power. Too much power. If you lose me, you’ll never do magic again.” She didn’t know why she was saying this, why it hurt so much. She wanted to curl up here and for them to leave her alone, for her shame to consume her whole.

“You say it like that’s all it is,” he said.

She stared up at the ceiling, thick thatch and mud. “Isn’t it? No matter what we are—you’re my mage. I’m your Hand. Perhaps we were fools, all those years ago. It’s a piteous thing, to only draw from one person forever and ever, to expect that.”

He paused. “What are you doing?” he asked. “Do you really think that? Do you really think I think that?”

She couldn’t be certain where all this bitterness was coming from—maybe it was from death being such a close thing, the grip of it still cold on her neck; perhaps it was the memory of Locke behind her eyes, the press of Severin’s hands in the moments before everything went dark. He’d only been fifteen when he died, still just a boy. He never grew up into anything because he tried so hard to save her, and what had she done? Killed him, just like she’d killed everyone else who ever loved her. All the power of Locke, and she’d squandered it—and for what?

Maybe it was because she knew in her heart that they could not retire to the countryside. There was no peaceful happiness in their future. She had never felt more certain of that fact, and she mourned the loss of it with a raw desperation she barely understood.

She was the heir to Locke, and she was bound to Kier, and she would drag him right down with her.

“Go away, Kier,” she said.

“Do you think,” Kier said, furious but level, “that I regret binding to you? That I regret taking you as my Hand? That I regret all of the lives we’ve taken, so that we could survive? Do you think I don’t know what it means to be yours?”

She opened her eyes, met his gaze. There was that anger again, so rare, so beautiful in vitality. She felt so lost and he was so goddam alive.

“No,” she said. She clawed for something, feeling desperately the weight of all those heartbeats silenced. She could not analyze the last part of his speech—it would be her undoing. “You have seen the worst of me. You cannot…” She couldn’t finish the sentence.

Kier looked at her, and she felt something open up inside of her, something that made a flood of warmth bloom in her chest, that killed that sprout of bitterness. It took her a moment to realize that the emotion was coming from him, emanating from the tether. It was that earlier feeling, that warmth, but so much stronger. So much more.

She remembered the press of his mouth against hers, the desperation in his kiss when she was certain they were going to die.

“Kier?”

“Grey, beloved, you absolute fool—if that was the worst of you, then you remain a saint among us.” He shook his head wonderingly. “And I have been trying to make you see me as more than your mage for six years now.”

She could not believe this. She could not understand the high color in his cheeks, the light in his eyes. He was so far away from her, the entire distance of her body, and it felt like miles. Even if she wanted to cross them, she wasn’t sure her bones would agree, so she kept her cautious distance. She needed to know that she understood, that she wasn’t scaring him into a confession he didn’t mean now that he knew what she was capable of.

“I adore you,” he said, all in a rush. “No—no. Listen. I… I’m in love with you. I’ve been in love with you for years, maybe forever. Sometimes it’s all I can think about, and I can’t breathe because it’s so heavy on my chest that I… I might be holding it alone, the only thing about you I can’t be certain of. It’s agony, Grey, the not knowing.”

She could only stare at him blankly as the words clicked uselessly against her brain. She could not imagine it, him saying this to her, him thinking that she could not immediately feel the same.

Kier let out a breath. “Okay. It’s over. It’s done. I will… go.”

He stood awkwardly, that knee giving him trouble, and despite the wrongness in her spine, Grey lunged forward and caught him around the waist.

“Captain Seward,” she said, holding fast as he dropped to his knees and turned to face her. He kept his other hand on her ribs for stability—she was grateful, because she wasn’t sure how she’d remain upright otherwise. “You fucking cretin.” Panic flickered across his face. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

He laughed, the noise more of a scoff, harsh and disappointed and maybe even disbelieving. “You never kissed back,” he said.

She sucked a breath, the realization running straight to her stomach. He’d always been affectionate, yes—and she’d thought nothing of it. But every time he’d touched her, every time he’d kissed her forehead or her temple or the back of her hand, every time he’d folded himself around her… perhaps each moment had been its own confession.

And she, in her endless attitude of I bet you say that to all the girls and at least half of the boys, had utterly ignored it. She’d argued herself out of any possibility that even the most obvious sign was just another affection she didn’t deserve.

“Fucking seas, Kiernan,” she growled. Grey leaned across the chasm between them, grabbed him by the lapels of his worn coat, and pulled his mouth down to hers.

They’d kissed before—not like this, never like this, not even when he had kissed her the other day—but his lips to her lips in a move she always wrote off as chaste. After battle, when they were alone again and alive, or sometimes before bed, when he’d kissed her temple and then her mouth. He probably imagined he was stealing those kisses, Grey thought desperately, before any thoughts washed away in the overwhelming headiness of him.

He pulled her into him like he could sink into her skin and become one body. His hands were on her waist, thumbs digging into her ribs, fingers against her vertebrae. She tangled one hand in his hair, the other on his shoulder, mostly for balance. Out of her blanket, there was so much of her skin against the fabric of his shirt and so little of his skin against hers. She scrabbled at the bottom of his shirt, pulling it untucked so she could slide her hands over the planes of his stomach, her thumb rubbing against his newest scar. She hissed as his lips went to her neck. Something opened within her, the slice of a knife in the bottom of her stomach, and she felt the smallest shift as thin, staticky power returned to her.

She dug her fingers in, holding him against her. He nipped her collarbone. “Don’t push yourself,” he murmured against her skin. He kissed the edge of her jaw, the crest of her cheekbone. “You’re still unwell.” He pulled away so he could look at her, and she shivered at the loss of warmth. “And everyone is worried—I shouldn’t keep you to myself.”

She moved her hands to his shoulders. “You could, if you want.”

He laughed, leaning forward to kiss her with an exuberant joy that she felt through the tether. “There will be time,” he promised.

But—as the ambush the other night handily demonstrated—there was no guarantee of that. Grey pushed down the rush of uncertain sadness and managed a smirk. “I’m surprised we made it this long without interruption.”

“Ah, I gave very strict instructions.”

He helped her back against the wall and wrapped the blanket over her shoulders.

“Kier,” she said.

“Yes?”

“You don’t hate me?”

“I could never hate you,” he said, so sincerely it physically hurt.

“I mean, even now you know what I am.”

He was silent for a long moment, watching her face. “I’ve always known what you were,” he said finally, carefully. “Perhaps I didn’t always know what it meant, what it meant you could do, but it changes nothing.”

Grey nodded, letting herself relax. If Kier said it, above all, she believed him.

He stroked her hair tenderly, pausing after a moment, a smile spreading across his face. “Hand,” he said wearily, “do you ever not have blood in your hair?”

She tipped her nose up, grasping his hand. “Perhaps I could be convinced to try harder. Maybe during retirement?”

He leaned down and kissed her once more, a promise of things to come. “It can’t happen fast enough,” he said.

It was Ola who came in first, Grey’s healer’s kit in hand. Her mouth was set in a grim line and she had dirt streaked across one cheek.

“Lie back, Captain,” she said. Grey did, sliding back on the tangle of fabric. She’d discovered after Kier left that it was a heap of coats protecting her from the wood floor, and had to bite her lip at the rush of emotion that came when she realized that everyone had donated their coat in this cold for the sake of keeping her warm.

She pressed her lips together as Ola moved down to palpate her abdomen. “Was anyone else hurt? I can—”

“Captain.” Ola pinched her side. “Stop being a hero and let us take care of you,” she said, exasperated.

Grey stopped trying to be a hero. She stared straight up at the thatch ceiling as Ola sat back on her heels to carefully brew a tea to ease her pain.

“Why ‘Captain?’” she asked, despite herself.

“Hmm?”

She propped herself up on her elbows, wincing, ignoring the scowl Ola aimed in her direction. “You have been calling me Captain, not Hand. Pretty much since the inn. That’s Kier’s title, not mine.”

Ola blinked at her owlishly. She handed over the hot mug and Grey propped her shoulder against the wall to give herself stability to drink. “I suppose,” Ola said finally, “we see you as equals. You and Kier.”

Grey gagged a little at the salty taste of the tea. “Do we have anything to consume that isn’t ghastly?” she muttered.

“You’re lucky you missed dinner. Eron tried to be creative to make us all feel better.”

Grey sighed, but she forced herself to drink. There was a timid knock at the door, and she and Ola looked up as Sela peeked inside.

“Come in,” Ola said. “I doubt we can do much more to offend Grey’s modesty.”

Grey shrugged. After years living in shared tents, she didn’t have much modesty to begin with. “Kier mentioned something about clothes,” she said, glancing down. Her vest was different, and she didn’t remember these breeches either—they weren’t the black ones she’d been wearing on the road.

Ola and Sela exchanged a look. Three wells in a room, Grey thought neutrally, and two as good as useless.

“Your clothes caught on fire,” Sela said.

“Not fire, really—”

“What?”

Ola shot Grey a glare. Chided, she went back to sipping her tea. “We didn’t see the whole thing,” she said, “and the captain is unwilling to give us details. But there was a great flare of light, and then you were screaming—Brit ran out to help because they’re incapable of following orders.”

“You were on fire,” Brit said from near the wall. Grey hadn’t even heard them come in. “Sorry—I’m supposed to tell you Kier is relieving Eron on watch.”

“He shouldn’t,” Grey said grimly. She set the empty cup down and pulled herself fully into sitting position. She felt mildly better and annoyed about it. Ola took the cup and set to brewing a new blend of tea and herbs.

“He has been…” Ola searched for a word.

“Unmanageable?” Brit offered.

“Unstable?” said Sela.

“Stressed,” Ola said, glaring at both of them. “He has been worried about you. With good reason. Brit ran out, then they carried you back in, smoldering and naked, choking on blood, with a full company dead outside. Mages and wells.”

Grey winced. She accepted the full cup Ola offered and tried to sip without pulling a face. “I’m sorry,” she said finally. “I didn’t mean for things to… end like that.”

Ola sighed. “Sela, sweetheart,” she said, turning to the girl. “Can you go fetch Grey some bread?”

Sela nodded and went out. As soon as the door shut behind her, Ola leaned forward. Brit moved in front of the door, their shoulder pressed against it so they’d catch it when Sela came back.

“That’s not normal power,” Ola said, an unsteady edge to her voice.

Grey was too tired for this. “Kier and I are bound,” she said, as if that was explanation enough.

Ola shook her head. “Magic can’t kill wells, Captain.”

Grey met her gaze. She felt half-dead and exhausted, but the weight of Kier’s confession had given her new buoyancy—perhaps, she thought, she was ready to gamble.

“If you’re trying to say something,” she said, “it’s best to get on with it.”

“You knew Sela wasn’t Maryse of Locke.”

At least that one was easy. “Leonie left notes. I knew she was too young.”

Ola grimaced, pushing that away. “Clever. But how did you know for certain that she wasn’t a Locke? How did you have that much power?”

Brit crossed their arms. “There are just a few things that don’t add up,” they said apologetically. “Nothing against you, Captain, but I’ve never seen Ola catch fire and burn all her clothes off.”

“You wish,” Ola muttered.

“It was a lot of power at once,” Grey said. “I can’t pretend to understand what happens when one uses that much power that quickly.”

Brit and Ola exchanged a look, as if holding some unspoken conversation. Brit raised an eyebrow and Ola shook her head; Brit seemingly disobeyed her advice. “Why were you crying out for Severin of Locke?”

“What?”

“Severin. He was the heir, wasn’t he?”

Grey clamped her jaw shut. Just barely, she remembered what Kier had said to her when she first woke up: Are you here?

Where had she been before? Or more accurately, when?

She shook her head. “Can I have a shirt, please?”

“Sorry,” Ola said, handing her a soft gray one, too big, from Kier’s bag. “But Grey—”

“I’m not going to tell you anything that endangers you or the mission,” Grey said, struggling into the shirt. It hurt to pull anything over her head, hurt to move her arms like that. She knew, deep inside, that she should’ve been more alarmed: it could mean nothing good for others to know about her identity, and if Brit and Ola knew, then Eron probably did as well, and possibly even Sela. Sixteen years of hiding, all of it for naught.

But she didn’t care. She couldn’t find it in herself. All she felt was that empty hollow where her power used to rest, and the anxiety of being out of Kier’s eyeline. “We can talk later. After this is over,” she said eventually, when they wouldn’t move from their tense positions. “Is that answer enough?”

Ola and Brit exchanged a long look. “Yes,” Brit said finally.

“Good.” Grey slipped down in her nest of coats. “I’m going to sleep, then. Again. I’ve had enough of you lot for one day.”

Neither of them protested. Grey closed her eyes, pushed away the ache of her empty well and forced herself to sleep.

She woke again in the early hours of the morning to the pitch-dark hut. She sat up, relieved to find that her bones felt as they should and her skin was not aching in that oversensitive way it did when she’d used too much power. The only thing that hurt was her head, and that was to be expected after being unconscious for the better part of two days.

She squinted into the dark, making out two shapes nearby: Sela and Eron, she decided, so Brit and Ola were probably on watch duty and Kier was…

Anxiously, she reached through the tether, but she couldn’t find him there. She got up, wobbling a little, holding to the wall for stability. She felt steadier by the time she reached the door, just barely ajar. She pushed through it.

The front room was smaller than the back: a worktable pushed against one side under the window, curtains drawn; two chairs beside it the only other furniture. Kier sat in one, hunched over the table, writing. A half-melted stub of candle was lit beside him, the light dim and flickering.

“Magelight would be more effective,” Grey said softly.

He looked up, an errant lock of hair falling across his forehead. His expression softened when he saw her standing, like that was a mighty, marvelous thing.

“I like the novelty,” he said. It was a bold-faced lie and she knew it—he couldn’t make a magelight without her, and he wasn’t going to draw from her. She reached within herself and felt the tether dormant.

“We used to do this back home,” she said carefully. “Candles. Fires burning in the hearth.”

He raised an eyebrow. “All that power, and you chose not to use it?”

It hadn’t seemed like an abnormality when she was a child. In truth, the Isle of Locke was a cold and brutal place: fire warmed much more effectively than magelight, and she’d always preferred the flickering of candlelight over magelight’s flat, unchanging glow; she suspected her mother was the same, and her grandmother. Her grandmother, Locke’s own mother and the Locke before her, was still living when the Isle was conquered. Grey had not watched the old woman die. Now, she recalled her weathered, wrinkled hands holding a candle as it burned, then tipping it so the wax pooled neatly in the middle of the parchment. She was the one who had taught Grey the lineage of her mother’s ancestors, guiding Grey’s finger up the lines of the tree. Her husband, Locke’s father, had been from Luthar, just as Locke’s husband was Scaelan; it was the custom for the sovereign to marry within the other nation states to renew power there.

Grey pushed the memories away. Those dusty books, the family trees, her grandmother’s body—all were lost to the sea.

“You can pull from me,” she said mildly. “I’m okay.”

“You very nearly weren’t.”

She shrugged, allowing this.

On her feet, removed from her cozy pile, she felt utterly filthy. Kier hadn’t been lying earlier when he accused her of having blood in her hair. She was surprised he’d wanted to kiss her, but perhaps that was the thing about love. She didn’t mind him filthy post-battle. The sweat, the dirt, the blood—it all meant he was still alive.

She spotted vats of water near the door, two full, one nearly empty. She retrieved a cup and filled it with water, using it to wash her mouth. She found a packet of tooth tabs in one of the packs and chewed the chalky tablet into a paste.

“What are you doing?” she asked Kier after she rinsed her mouth. She already felt vaguely more human. She found a bucket on the other side of the room, probably used to hold water or feed when the hut was in use, and checked to make sure it was clean.

He sighed, sitting back. “Writing correspondence to Scaelas. I meant to yesterday, but you were…” He trailed off, leaving the state of her up for interpretation. “I keep crossing things out, rephrasing.”

She pulled off her shirt so she wouldn’t get it damp. Grey retrieved the soap from Kier’s shaving kit (his pack was much closer than hers, and his soap smelled nicer anyway) and poured a cup of water over her hair, leaning over the empty bucket. Her hair mostly contained, she started massaging the soap into it. It made a phenomenal mess, but at least she would be free of the filth of her sickbed.

“What are you doing?” Kier asked.

“Washing my hair.”

He sighed, the sound long-suffering. “You’re getting soap and water everywhere. Grey—how about I do that, and you can repay me by looking this over? Or write it yourself? I imagine you’re far better at it.”

She looked up from her bucket, wet hair dripping day-old blood down her face. “I’m a lady,” she said primly, “in every definition of the word.”

That was enough to get a smile out of him. He slipped down onto the floor on the other side of the bucket, kneeling so his knees framed the wood. “Just rest your chin,” he murmured, positioning her head where he wanted it. Grey relished the ache in her back, the dampness of her knees from the growing puddle, the cold of the water and the warmth of Kier’s hands: all of it meant that she had survived, against the odds.

Kier massaged the soap into her scalp, his fingers deft and sure. She stifled a moan, turning her head and biting her lip.

“You know,” he said, taking the cup and pouring a stream of cold, clean water over her hair, “I imagined telling you my feelings a thousand times, in a thousand different ways. And yet I never imagined the evening ending with your head in a bucket.”

She winced. “Sorry.”

“Grey, if I don’t spend the rest of my life washing gore out of your hair, then it’s not a life worth living.”

She laughed despite herself, then closed her eyes, focusing on his hands on her scalp, rinsing out the soap.

“Hold still a second,” he said, and she heard rustling. He wrung out most of the water, then wrapped something around her head, lifting the mass of her hair. When a sleeve fell loose over her shoulder, she realized that he’d wrapped her hair in a shirt.

“Won’t we need this?” she asked.

He shrugged. “I’ve lost more clothing to you on this mission than during the entire war effort,” he said, resigned, and she noted with some glee that he hadn’t realized just how many of his shirts she’d stolen.

“Kier,” she said before he could move away, even though there was a bucket of filthy water between them and she did need to clean the rest of her body before leaning further into any sweeping declarations. “Did you mean it?”

He stopped ruffling her hair in the shirt and looked down at her. “Which part?”

Grey chewed her lip. This whole afternoon felt like a fever dream, and to her credit, she wasn’t entirely dismissing the idea that it had been one. “That you want to spend forever washing viscera out of my hair.”

He laughed, warm and safe and familiar, and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I can think of no better way to spend our retirement.”

“But… our retirement.” She looked away, suddenly shy. “You know what it means.”

He smiled, but it was a sad sort of thing, weighted with understanding. “We have time to figure out what the future holds. Now come on, my lady. You foolish, courageous girl. Have a look at my letter.”

Grey released a breath. If he didn’t want to talk about Locke now, and what she had to do, then she was fine to put it off.

She read his letter. She read it over and over, top to bottom, until the words bleared together, making corrections with his pen. Finally, she said, “Give me a new sheet. My handwriting is better,” and he complied in an instant.

Halfway through, working on the phrasing of a line, she said, “Brit and Ola suspect the truth.”

He looked up from his own letter—when she’d taken over the diplomacy, he’d started one to his mothers. “I think Eron does as well. He said something about it when we were switching watch.”

Grey winced. “Apparently I… made the fact obvious.”

“I tried to stifle it,” Kier said. “Your screaming, I mean. I carried you when it got too bad, when Pigeon would go no further with you making such a racket on his back.” He sighed, putting his pen aside. “I’m sorry. I should’ve thought of a better explanation than none at all.”

“It’s not your fault,” Grey said, her brain caught on I carried you. How far? How long? “Useless horse.”

“Mm.”

“What do we do?” She couldn’t avoid the not knowing, no matter how much she wanted to.

“It’s your call,” he said. She shot him a brief, withering glance. “No, really—Grey, it’s your life, your identity. This is not my mission, and even if it was, I would defer to you.”

Grey sighed, looking down at her letter. It had not come easily to her until she thought of her mother and grandmother, the lofty way they’d read her stories when she was a girl, and then it had seemed effortless. “I think I need to stop running,” she said carefully. “But I don’t want to make that decision with an army at my back.”

Kier nodded, considering. “Then we finish the plan as we’ve established it. We try for peace between Scaela and Cleoc Strata. Then you and me—and the others, if you desire it; if they too desire it—will go and try to figure out how to resurrect the Isle.”

She sat back, watching the light of the flickering candle. Her heart stirred with the anxiety of it, and something like hope. “Okay,” she said.

“Do you know how to do it? How to bring it back?”

Grey chewed on her lip. “Not exactly,” she hedged.

He raised an eyebrow.

“It can’t be as easy as me just… going into the sea. Bleeding. Giving some sort of offering. Because we grew up on the coast, and gods know you and Lot and I put one another through more than enough bodily harm. I’ve bled into the sea a thousand times, and I’ve never raised the Isle with that alone.”

“Not that I can recall,” Kier agreed. “There must be some other way to do it.”

“I suppose there must be.”

Under the table, his knee nudged hers. “Does this mean I get citizenship?”

She crumpled one of the discarded pieces of paper and lobbed it at his head. “Only if you’re very, very good in bed.”

His eyes darkened, grin twisting with something that woke the tether up inside of her. They always flirted… but never with the potential of following through. “My lady,” he said. He reached across the table for her hand, leaning to raise it to his lips. “I look forward to the opportunity to prove myself.”

She kicked him under the table. He only laughed, leaving his hand twined in hers as they went back to their letters.







Solitude is the nature of Locke. Though it is the only nation in which the sovereigns sometimes share the title, the warm feelings of unity do not extend to the rest of Idistra: the Isle keeps its own secrets.

“Even the seas burned”: A Brief History of the Rise and Fall of the Obsidian Isle by Bell Owndig, University of Isidar
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DESPITE GREY’S UNSTEADINESS, EVEN Kier agreed, when morning came, that it would be foolish to stay another day. So after she returned from her sunrise wash in the frigid stream, they dressed in what little clothing they had that wasn’t covered in her blood, sweat or vomit, ate a quick and grim breakfast of jerky and dried fruit, and prepared for the road. Grey handed out the coats from her nest, wishing she could press the full extent of her gratitude into each and every one.

Kier stood over the table, tri-folding their letters one by one. “Hold on,” Sela said, grabbing the two she’d written: the first to Cleoc, her mother; the second to Scaelas. Sela drew quick lines next to the names on the two pieces of parchment.

Grey peered over her shoulder; Kier peered over Grey’s. “What are those?” he asked.

“Diplomatic symbols,” Grey said. “To ensure important letters reach the High Courts as quickly as possible. The second a rider sees them, they’re to put down all other duties and travel straight to the recipient.”

“How did you know that?” Sela asked.

Behind her, Eron muttered, “Told you so.” Kier shot him a withering look before taking the envelopes from Sela and tucking them in his coat.

“Let’s get going,” he said. “Five days to Grislar at our pace, and I’ve requested a party to meet us at the encampment. Those letters will beat us there.”

They set off, sore and the worse for wear. Eron and Brit took the lead, Sela and Ola behind. Kier insisted that Grey should ride Pigeon, which she accepted with minimal complaint. Kier was content to stay back beside her, and Grey suspected it had something to do with her unsteady progress and the way he kept looking at her.

By mid-morning, they could see the edges of a city at the base of the mountains. Kier took Pigeon and his letters and rode while the rest of them ate dried fruit and complained about the drizzle. He returned nearly an hour later and confirmed that the letters had been sent with haste.

The landscape shifted again as they walked through the afternoon, the mountains behind them growing further and further away. This was the land Grey was most accustomed to, rolling hills and stands of skinny trees, intersecting dirt paths with grass growing down the middle. They walked and walked and walked, stopping for water or food more often than usual at Kier’s insistence. This, Grey decided, was so she would not tire too easily on the road, or to force her back onto Pigeon if she was taking a turn walking.

At nightfall, they camped at the edge of a copse of trees, huddled together in the gloom as a storm rolled in. It was miserable and wet and cold, but Grey had the odd feeling that soon, they’d never be this way again. She tried her best to treasure it all, from Eron’s shitty food to Sela’s face as Grey taught her a new lesson while Brit tethered and created a pale green magelight with her power. She stored up Ola’s laugh and Kier’s bearded smile (she was surprised he still had the beard, but maybe it helped with the cold) and the swell of her own heart when she looked at them and knew that even if it remained unspoken, they understood the truth of her.

The next few days passed the same, but quieter. As the third day wore on, they could smell the salt in the air, growing closer and closer; the next morning, they could see the dark expanse of the sea on the horizon. They had to work to avoid the cities and villages now, but with more travelers on the road, it was easier to blend in. At night, they told stories and asked Grey cloaked questions about the Isle she’d once known, letting the open secret linger in the space between them until even Sela understood.

“I heard the children’s godfather went searching for the son. That he got a letter from the boy,” Eron said one evening, idly sharpening a stick with one of his knives. “Everyone was so certain that one of them lived.”

“He did,” Grey said, lying on her back, her head pillowed on Kier’s thigh. “No one thought it was a forgery.” It was the closest she’d ever come to a confession.

Eron made a low noise in his throat, nodding like that was a sensible thing to do.

On another night, Ola said, “They say it’s tradition to marry off as many of them as possible to those in other nations. That it renewed the wells in those places.”

“The last Locke’s husband was Scaelan,” Kier said. “That’s why their godfather was, too. That’s why we had more wells than other nations, when the Isle vanished.”

Grey only nodded. It was nice, sometimes, to let Kier answer the questions she couldn’t stomach, and she found her thoughts turning to her father, Isaak. She remembered turning around, just as Severin led her away, to see a sword strike him in the arm, to see great gushes of blood flowing from his wounds.

It wasn’t how she wanted to remember him, but it was the last image she had.

They continued their fireside questions, and she allowed it. Often, Kier would reach out during these times and squeeze her hand, or send reassurance through the tether: he knew, better than anyone, how closely she guarded her secrets, and how vulnerable she felt revealing herself.

And worst of all, she felt something changing within her, shifting. She stopped trying to push the others away.

She knew now, exactly, how Brit had three variations of their laughter, based on the appropriateness of any joke; and that they’d been paired with Ola for only two years, after their previous well had died in their arms; and that they were the oldest of four, and took more difficult assignments in order to keep their siblings out of the war. She knew that Ola was probably the best swordsman among them—in bored sparring sessions around the fire, Ola had laid her out on her ass more than once; and that her acid tongue hid the fact that she was incredibly easy to love, and fiercely protective of the people she cared about, which was a group that now included Grey herself. She discovered that Eron used to play the fiddle; that his father was Arkunish and had never returned from a visit to the continent when Eron was thirteen; that he’d started transitioning three years before and now loved and understood himself in a way he had only dreamed of before.

She even knew that Sela had no siblings but a slew of cousins who all threatened to kill her to take the title of Cleoc—jokingly, she insisted, at the quickfire glare that Ola aimed in a general northerly direction.

For all she learned, she knew they were watching her just as closely, learning her just as much. It was almost enough to make her uncomfortable—but then Eron handed Kier a warm compress for his knee without being asked one night as they sat around the fire, and Grey decided that it wasn’t worth fighting her affection for these people when they were somehow tied to her.

An hour from nightfall on the fourth day, Kier made them stop at a stream because he was “not bringing a filthy group of thieves into camp.” So they splashed in the water, Sela grim-faced at their lack of modesty; then they all turned around and dried and brushed their hair while she bathed alone. Grey glanced over at Kier and saw him shaving in his reflection on the water and sighed at the end of an era.

That night, after their watch, they lay nose to nose in their bedrolls while everyone else was asleep. After dinner, Sela had spotted a light in the valley below and Kier grimly informed her that it was camp: Grislar was in sight.

“Do you remember when we were here last?” Grey asked. She reached her hand into the minuscule space between them. Kier laid his hand on top of hers.

“Of course,” he said. “Our first assignment together.”

“I was so scared.”

“I know. I could feel it, even then.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the nose, then very gently on the lips. “There’s nothing to be afraid of this time.”

“Mm. You sure of that?”

“No,” he said, considering. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

Grey sighed. “They could know, immediately, that I’m Locke.”

“How?”

She didn’t know how to explain it. There was no way to know if reports of the company they’d slaughtered had reached Grislar, but if they had, that kind of power was out of the question for a normal well.

“Because I’m your Hand,” she said, which was somewhat convincing. “I don’t know. I look like my mother, kind of. If someone sees me, and associates me with that power… I don’t know how to hide it, Kier. If I even can.”

“It will be fine,” he said. “We’ll protect you.”

She traced the line of his jaw with her fingertips. “You can’t protect me from everything.”

“Yes, well. I imagine I still have a few tricks up my sleeve when it comes to your safety. Even if it calls for… unsavory finagling.” He slipped his hand to rest on her waist. Since his declaration the other night, she’d developed a new personal obsession with all the ways he touched her during the day, the casual affection that remained unchanged from before, now heavy with meaning. She thought again of his challenge—his promise—and shivered with anticipation. It was almost convincing enough to be a result of the cold.

“You inspire confidence with every word, Captain Seward.”

He smiled, his teeth bright in the darkness. “Just doing my duty to the nation, your majesty.” His hand slipped further—cheeky bastard, she thought—and she shimmied him off with a quiet laugh. It was so easy, with him, to pretend.

It was nearing noon the next day when they reached the edges of the city. Grislar was an old place, stone buildings crowding closer and closer until they reached the cliffs. The soldiers’ quarters were on the far side of the city, close to the fortress that served as Scaelas’s summer residence, pressed up against the sea. They’d sold Pigeon to a kindly farmer in the valley just after sunrise, so they walked into the city in a loose knot around Sela.

There was very little fanfare when they made it to the camp, but quite a lot of staring. There were whispers in town about the High Lord’s approach the day before, unscheduled. Even more rumors circulated about a party with diplomatic immunity moving down from Cleoc Strata, and an armistice between the nations while the High Lord was in residence.

Grislar was one of the more established forts: real stone walls and a great tower looking out to sea, shining a light toward Eprain for any supply ships that entered the Bay of Locke. Grey paused on the hill that led down to the command building, staring out at the bay.

Home. She felt the press of it, the call of the sea, of the Isle that was once there.

Kier’s hand graced her arm, barely a touch. She looked at him, the weight of his stare, as if he could ask if she was okay. She nodded, and they moved on.

They were hustled through corridors until they reached a nicely appointed office, usually reserved for the highest-ranking officer, who had been temporarily moved.

“Commander Reggin will be with you shortly,” the lieutenant said, before he left the group to wait.

“Commander?” Brit whispered when the door shut behind the man, leaving them alone.

Kier stood at rest, perfectly at ease near the window. Grey felt she could not mirror any ounce of his easy grace. “I imagine they realize the importance of what is happening,” he said.

“But a commander?”

He shrugged. Scaelas had two commanders, one for the east and one for the west, the dual-headed authority of his military. Commander Reggin, the eastern commander, generally operated out of the capitol.

Grey watched Sela, who kept looking anxiously at the door, then the window. The room they were in faced out to sea. Sela perched on the wide edge of the window, back flattened to the wall, as if she could see the cliffs of Cleoc Strata in the distance if she only looked hard enough.

Grey moved to lean against the wall next to her, then caught the girl’s hand, lacing their fingers together. “You have nothing to be afraid of,” she said quietly. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Sela looked at her for a long moment, and Grey thought she was going to claim she wasn’t afraid. But then she shifted closer, resting her head on Grey’s shoulder. “Do you promise?” she asked.

Grey wrapped her arm more securely around her. “I swear it.”

Kier came close, dipping his head toward Grey. “Will Scaelas recognize you? If you look like your mother?”

Grey chewed her lip. “It’s not impossible.”

“Hmm.” He frowned. Before she could react, he pulled the tie out of her braid and arranged her hair so it fell around her shoulders, partially obscuring her face.

“Kier—”

He didn’t wait for any further discussion; just moved off toward the other three, leaving Grey blinking after him. She did not hear what he said to them.

It was only a few more minutes of anxious shuffling before the door opened again, admitting a tall, stern man. The assembled guards straightened immediately; Sela did not move, other than to squeeze Grey’s hand even tighter.

“Leave us,” Reggin said to the guards, who obeyed immediately, leaving the commander alone with the retinue.

Grey regarded him, from the gleaming polish of his boots to his salt-and-pepper hair, the serious set of his mouth, the absence of his sword. His Hand followed only a few steps behind, a young person with close-cropped auburn hair. The commander only nodded to the retinue as he went around the desk and sat down. Grey watched him watch them, then studied the way the Hand commander stared straight ahead, hands behind their back, firmly at rest. She wondered how such a young well had ended up at Reggin’s side.

“Captain Seward,” the commander said finally, folding his hands on his desk. “I have received… interesting reports from your journey.”

“We only did what we were told,” Kier said, slipping back into his captain voice. She hadn’t realized how much authority he carried in these meetings, but it was all posturing. Even now, in worn travel clothes, he looked just as refined as the commander.

Reggin nodded to the chair in front of his desk. Kier sat down. Before Grey could move to her place behind him, Eron stepped forward, blank-faced. Grey froze, every muscle tensed as she watched him stand behind Kier and rest his hand on the captain’s shoulder.

No one else moved. No one even looked surprised. Looking from face to face, Grey realized that they had planned this. She knew Kier well enough to understand: he would present Eron as his Hand when they met the High Lord too, allowing Grey to slip into the background, posing as a typic.

“Hand Captain,” Reggin said, nodding at Eron. Eron greeted the commander formally, in the perfect posture of a Hand. Grey squeezed Sela’s hand back fiercely.

She never got to watch Kier’s face in these meetings, since she spent most of them behind his back with her hand on his shoulder. Now she watched Eron—she hadn’t realized before how similar they were in height and build, though Eron’s skin was medium brown whereas Grey was pale, and his hair was black and curly against Grey’s brunette.

But with only a name and rank and maybe a few statistics, who would know the difference?

“It’s good that you left when you did,” the commander said, sitting back in his chair. “Mecketer was attacked shortly after your departure.”

Grey’s heart dropped. The others exchanged uneasy glances. They all had friends back at Mecketer, and though they were not planning to return… “What happened?” Kier asked, obviously stressed. “I left Lieutenant Chappelle—”

“Chappelle lives,” the commander said. “As does most of your company. They fought well.”

Kier did not answer. Most did not mean all. Even now, death followed them, darkening every place they’d once been.

“I’ve received word from Scaelas that we’re to host a convoy from Cleoc Strata—you must understand how much trouble it has been to prepare for such a change in plans—and though it’s a shame we haven’t found Locke, your diplomacy in this situation has been noted.”

“Thank you, Commander.”

So Reggin knew that they didn’t have Locke. Grey let a pulse of relief slip free to Kier.

“If you will hand over the girl, we will make sure she is comfortable until the assembly from Cleoc arrives.”

Sela squeezed Grey’s hand so tightly her nails dug into Grey’s palm. Grey shifted, wrapping an arm around the girl’s waist.

“I’m sorry, sir,” she said—she was never good at holding her tongue, but Kier would’ve wanted her to speak, she was sure—“but if it’s no trouble, we’d like to remain with Sela until then.”

The commander’s eyebrow rose as he regarded her. “And you are?”

“Officer Eron Fastria, sir,” she said. That was insubordination, but she was going to retire anyway. What were they going to do?

“Fastria,” he repeated. Grey did not look at the others, but she felt a pulse of warning down the tether. That muscle in Kier’s jaw was tense again. “Do you not trust my guards? I have hand-selected them for the task.”

Grey shook her head. “It is not that, sir. But we all promised to keep Sela safe until we handed her personally into her nation’s care. It would be disrespectful to my gods to leave her now.”

It was a lie, but so was her entire life.

“To… your gods,” Reggin repeated slowly. Religion was not widespread in Scaela, but other soldiers had dedicated their lives at the knife-edge of death and remembered to stop at altars and pray for the rest of their lives, certain they had survived due to a deliverance. Perhaps he would think her a fool.

She shrugged. “And as a matter of the captain’s honor.”

Kier only sighed.

“Dutiful to the last, Captain,” Reggin said mildly.

“Unfortunately, Fastria is right. We would be honored if you would allow us to keep watch over Sela until we can hand her over. And we will, of course, ensure her safety.”

“I’m sure you will,” Reggin said, shuffling through papers on his desk. “I’ll allow it. If that’s settled, there’s one more matter at hand: Captain Seward, you have been put forward for promotion to master.”

Silence settled in the room, and now Grey knew the others were watching her face. She kept her eyes on Kier, watching as his hand twitched—it was his only break in composure. “That’s not what was agreed,” Kier said.

Reggin frowned. “And what is it you have agreed to, then?”

“Papers, please?”

Grey reached into her jacket pocket, where she’d made sure the papers were this morning. She handed them to Eron, who gave them to Kier. “Signed orders,” he said, putting them down a bit too forcefully in front of the commander. “Hand Captain Flynn and I have been promised retirement.”

It would be a challenge, Grey thought grimly, to switch back now—but it was doubtful that the commander would meet either her or Eron ever again; and if he did, she was fairly certain her own position would be significantly different.

She glanced at Eron, who met her gaze. There was a twinkle in his eye and a smirk on his mouth, and she was fairly certain he wasn’t mad at her for dragging his perfect record through the mud.

The commander read the letters and sighed. He looked back up at Kier—and Grey looked too. If he agreed to it, he’d be the youngest master in Scaela. Perhaps the youngest master ever in Scaela.

“Is there anything I can do to change your mind?” Reggin asked.

Kier said, “Hand?” He glanced at Eron, but Eron let his gaze slip to Grey, eyebrow raised.

She nodded, the smallest movement of her chin. Even that was probably conspicuous, but right now, she didn’t care.

“No,” Eron said, speaking as Grey. “The captain and I are ready to go home, if you please.”







Her grandmother killed her own sons to give Cleoc’s mother a direct line to the throne. Her mother murdered her father when it was found he was cheating the treasury. Cleoc has held her throne, avoided a civil war and even made peace with one of the five nations. Is it any surprise that they fear her as much as they love her?

Report from Merrick Porter, Scaelan spy in Cleoc Strata, undated
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THEY AGREED THEIR LEAVE would start the following day—first there was to be a dinner held in their honor, to thank them for delivering Cleoc’s heir. At the inn they were led to, they found they had all been given separate rooms. Ola and Brit offered to stay with Sela, along with the two guards the commander had insisted accompany them. Eron went to the room assigned to Grey. No one commented when Grey collected the clothes left for her from Eron’s room and moved them into Kier’s.

But Ola’s eyebrows said more than any of their mouths.

Once everyone was more or less where they were supposed to be, Kier closed the door behind them. They stared at one another for a moment, the silence desperately loud.

“How much time do we have?”

“Not much,” he said, unmoving. “Cleaned up, dressed and downstairs for our escort before the hour.”

Grey slipped off her coat. He raised an eyebrow. She crossed the space between them in three easy strides and pushed him against the door. She rose on her tiptoes, leaning her weight against him, and kissed him as sweetly as she could.

“And then,” she said against his mouth, “after dinner?”

He laughed, warm and certain, his hands coming to her waist. “I suppose I have a demonstration for the nation of Locke.”

She nipped his ear lobe. “Not the whole nation, surely.”

He moved quickly, sliding his hands down to grip her thighs, pulling her up into his arms, turning them so she was the one against the door. Both froze as the wood clattered in the frame, waiting for someone to check on them—but nothing.

Grey sighed, relaxing against the door, locking her legs around Kier’s waist. It felt so safe to be in the unyielding circle of his arms, his weight pressed against her, his focus hyper-fixated on the small section of skin where her neck met her shoulder and the span of her collarbone—

“Kier,” she said, tilting her head back to give him more access. But.

“Hmm?”

“Are you positive you don’t want to be a master?”

He pulled back so quickly her back came away from the door—but she was safe in his arms, always; he would not drop her. He did set her down, very gently disentangling from her.

“Yes,” he said.

“But you always wanted it. Titles, promotions… to be a commander. To go to unknown shores. To see the world.”

He laughed, looking at her with a bizarre incredulity. “I always wanted you,” he said. “And I still can’t believe… that I have you. I think I do.”

“You do,” she said, shy under the weight of his gaze.

He pushed her hair behind her ears. “We can see the world together,” he said, kissing her forehead. “We can be free together.” He kissed her nose.

“Is that freedom?” Grey asked.

He cupped her face in his hands. She rested hers on his chest, relishing the heat of his skin through his shirt, the beat of his heart against her palm.

“It is its own kind of freedom,” Kier said.

She wasn’t sure about that, but it didn’t matter because he leaned in to kiss her, pushing her a heady sense of certainty. “We should clean up,” he said a few moments later. “We can talk after.”

Grey raised an eyebrow. “After the after. We have plans, Seward.”

“After the after,” he promised.

They separated. He called for a bath, then Grey went first into the small bathroom, washing for an inordinately long time because hot water was a luxury. She vaguely regretted not inviting Kier in with her, but it was good to have time alone, to think of nothing, to stare at the wall with a hazy sense of peace as the water warmed her cold bones.

She went out into the room wrapped in towels and shy, which was odd, because she’d just been thinking worse thoughts of him, and because they’d seen every inch of one another’s bodies in a non-romantic context already (she’d touched his intestines, for sea’s sake); but Kier was in a chair by the window, half-undressed, flipping through a book. Grey paused, shifting her weight from one foot to the other. She didn’t think she’d ever stayed at an inn that had a bookshelf in every room. The High Lord had clearly spared no expense.

“What are you reading?” she asked. “Does Scaelas stock anything saucy?”

“It’s mine, actually.” To her surprise, he flushed. “I, um, found it in a shop. In Pista.”

“What is it?”

He held it up, and Grey squinted at the title. It was, to her surprise, a book on the history and customs of the Isle of Locke.

“Kier…?”

“I wanted to know everything I could,” he said quietly, not quite meeting her gaze. “And I didn’t want to burden you with the telling.”

She leaned back against the door. “And have you learned anything?”

“A million things. But they left out the part about how astonishing you are.”

“Glad to see you’re just as much of a shameless flirt as always, Seward.” She glanced down at herself, adjusting the towel. “I’ve heard some astonishing rumors about you, too, truth be told. Care to prove their merit?”

He laughed, but he put the book pages-down on the windowsill and stood. He had the sinuous grace of someone who knew, deeply, how every muscle in his body worked. He came close and cupped her chin. “We have thirty minutes, Flynn, and I need more time than that for what I’m planning.”

She laid a palm flat on his chest, fingers spread, over his heart.

Kier went to bathe, and Grey focused on finding something to wear. Scaelas had kindly provided a chest of formal wear for each of them, approximate in sizes, so she had more than enough options to choose from. She kneeled next to it, parsing through silk shirts and velvet vests and trousers and gowns. She found a deep navy gown, and though it wouldn’t have been her first choice otherwise, something about the pattern of leaves and vines reminded her of a similar gown worn by her aunt, Wren, on one of the many occasions she’d brought her three boys from Nestria to Locke to spend time with their cousins.

At some point, Kier emerged in a cloud of steam, and she very conspicuously did not look at him as he started to dress.

That didn’t stop him from glancing over at her in her chemise, his gaze scanning over the bare skin of her shoulders. “This is unlike you,” he said, nodding to the dress cast over the bed.

“Unusual times call for unusual attire,” Grey said loftily, buckling one of her dagger holsters around her upper thigh.

“Indeed,” Kier said, moving behind her for the briefest moment to press his lips to her shoulder, his hand tracing the top of the leather buckle she’d just secured.

“Are you always this cheeky with your lovers?” Grey swatted his chest and spun out of his grip.

He caught her, drawing her back against his chest. “No,” he said, leaning down to nip at her lower lip. “I’ve never been with someone I loved before.”

She would never get used to this. She allowed it for only a moment, her heart warm with light—but then she pulled back, because he was correct: they did not have the time to get carried away.

Maybe nothing had changed—maybe she only noticed it more. But his fingers skimmed against her arm when he reached over her for his trousers hanging on the wardrobe, and he didn’t brush past her without a touch to her waist or a kiss to her forehead. Maybe this was how he’d always been, a delicate ballet of stolen touches that she’d written off as his insistent grease-fire need for affection.

But now she was able to watch him with reckless abandon, without fear of him catching her—and truthfully, she could spend the rest of her days watching Kier doing the most mundane activities and still die happy. He’d cleaned up his patchy shave from the other day, so his jaw was pink and sharp; she longed to press her lips to the juncture just there, the soft shadow where mandible met throat, and she filed that away for later inspection. She leaned against the wardrobe, arms crossed over her chest, and watched as he pulled on a formal jacket. He had taken a cue from her, she suspected, and dressed in deep blue, his shirt unbuttoned a touch low in the fashion of the noblemen at court.

He was careful, straightening the cuffs at his wrists and the creases of his shirt, detail-oriented to a fault. When they were children, he used to redo the corners of her bedsheets because they were not crisp enough for his liking.

She wanted to run her hands over that careful work, mess him up. She wanted to ruin him.

“We’re going to be late, Hand,” he said, not looking up from his ministrations, “if you don’t get your dress on.”

She sighed and pulled on the navy velvet, turning to the mirror and catching her own reflection as she braided her hair. Kier came without her asking and laced up the back of her dress. Grey watched his serious expression, then looked back at her own face. She pressed her lips together—she did not often see her reflection, and even more rarely did she see herself clean and finely dressed; she was both startled and unsurprised to find her mother looking back at her.

“You clean up nice, Fastria,” Kier said, hiding a smile as he tied his boots.

Grey rolled her eyes, straightening her skirts. He caught her a final time before they left the room. “One more night,” he promised her.

“One more night,” she agreed, gripping his hair just hard enough to mess it up.

She had been to formal dinners before, honoring commanders and masters and marking high holy days, but she’d always been a guest at one of the far tables with Kier, watching their soldiers like hawks for any signs of childish misbehavior. They’d never been the guests of honor themselves, and the feeling was, frankly, startling.

They’d also never been in a diplomatic meeting-slash-hostage situation. Grey felt positively posed, her and Kier flanking Sela. Eron, still standing in as Kier’s Hand, was on Kier’s other side. Brit and Ola fidgeted next to Grey.

They waited in a reception room in Scaelas’s summer residence in Grislar, overlooking the sea. Grey stayed closest to the window, drinking in the sight with a desperation that surprised her, seeking any trace of familiarity in that ever-changing ocean.

It was better than searching for familiarity in these rooms. She had been here, in this fortress-like palace, only once before, when she was a very, very little girl. She remembered how she’d spent most of the time being carried around on her father’s shoulders as he laughed with Scaelas, while her mother, Locke, kept telling the pair of them to just be serious; you’re not boys anymore. She kept catching the memory of her father’s laugh, echoing in the corners of every room. If she was to make it through the night without breaking, it would be best not to think of that at all.

If only, Grey thought, they’d arranged this meeting within the military fort. She already knew there was nothing there to send her spiraling—she and Kier had worked at Grislar for nearly a year. They had spent so many nights on watch on the parapet, wind whipping their hair, listening to the call of the gulls and staring out into the emptiness of the waves.

The carpet was too soft, squishy and unstable under her boots. She kept shifting her weight anxiously, earning her a look from Kier over Sela’s head. The retinue stood at rest, hand clasped over hand.

Grey glanced every so often at the clerk across the room. He sat reading a book, sheets of parchment and pens spread out in front of him. He was to take a transcript of whatever unfolded between the nations—after all, it was still a hostage situation, and a diplomatic one at that, even if it was disguised as a party. Two armored soldiers flanked the door, staring straight ahead at nothing.

Grey let her gaze slip to Sela. “You okay, kid?” she murmured.

“Fine,” Sela said, her voice betraying her even if her posture didn’t. She looked impossibly different now with her dark hair washed and pulled away from her face, rouge on her cheeks and kohl around her eyes. A dress appropriate for her station flowed around her body, slate gray and structured on the shoulders, cut in at the hip in a fashion that was almost like armor. It made her look like a war hero in training, with her shoulders thrust back and her chin held at a severe angle—it reminded Grey of that night in camp, when she had gone to threaten the girl.

She broke rest to squeeze Sela’s hand.

“What if she doesn’t want me back?” Sela said very quietly, so the soldiers on the other side of the big room wouldn’t be able to hear.

Grey broke fully, turning her head to look at her. “Of course she wants you back,” she said.

“But when I went to Lindan… She sent me. She didn’t want me here.”

Grey thought of her own mother. Not her cool hands or the silver of her necklace, not the delicate kisses she pressed to Grey’s temple. She thought of the blades Locke always wore, the poison she kept sewn into her hair ribbons. She thought of all the ways, from such an early age, she’d taught Grey to be on her guard.

The legacy of Locke, her mother had told her, brushing Grey’s hair at night, is blood and betrayal.

“She was trying to keep you safe,” Grey said. “I can guarantee it.”

A knock sounded on the door, two quick raps, and Grey squeezed the girl’s hand once more before falling back into rest. The door opened, allowing for a sequence of guards; they were followed by a short, severe woman with ink-dark hair and a bear-like man with a red beard and russet hair, then eight more soldiers, who fanned out around the room, half of them keeping with the woman, the other half with the man. The woman paused three steps into the room, took an unsteady breath and pushed her shoulders back. She looked like she wanted to break into a run.

Sela broke first, staggering forward, then throwing herself at her mother—the guards moved to stop her, but Cleoc shot them a look so savage that Grey made a mental note to study it later, to figure out how to create the expression on her own face—and shuddered into her arms. The High Lady of Cleoc Strata pulled her daughter into her chest, her hand pressed firmly on the back of her head, holding her as close as she possibly could.

Grey noted Commander Reggin standing with the bear-like man—Scaelas, she knew; Scaelas, the High Lord, with his red hair.

Her father’s voice: Like when all the leaves go at once. We were boys together, you know—before I knew your mother.

She couldn’t run from the memory. Since she’d opened her heart to memories of Locke, they would not stop. She’d thought, after a whole childhood of keeping them at arm’s length, they were gone for good, only for them to come bursting back in at the first glimpse of someone who had known her.

Scaelas, her own godfather, when she was Gremaryse of Locke; who had known her from the moment she was born to the moment Locke fell.

But he took no notice of her. She supposed this was something to be grateful for—if he looked at her straight on, she did not know how she would react. She could not fight the sense that she was play-acting.

“Is she whole and hale?” Scaelas asked the High Lady. She pulled back enough to look at Sela, to take her face in her hands. “I hope you find her as promised.”

Cleoc said something to Sela that Grey could not hear, but the girl nodded. “She is as promised,” she said, turning to Scaelas but keeping Sela in her arms as if she could not bear to let her go. “We can proceed as discussed.”

“Excellent. I will draw up the agreed terms and meet with you back in the council chamber. I’m sure you want a moment with your daughter’s rescu—”

He paused. He paused, and looked right at Grey, and Grey’s stomach lurched. She met his eyes timidly, waiting, her heart in her throat.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He recovered himself, tearing his gaze from her. “Please excuse my mind—always on the edge of something, you see.” More directly to Cleoc, he said, “I will have my commander escort you to the appropriate room when you are done here, and we can finish this happy day with feasting and merriment.”

“Thank you. I hope we can find an agreement shortly,” Cleoc said. If she’d noticed the High Lord’s oddness, she did not comment.

But Kier had noticed. As soon as Scaelas and his guards were out of the room, leaving the two original soldiers and the commander with Cleoc and her guards, he glanced at Grey with a brow raised.

She sent a quick jolt of assurance through the tether.

There was still the matter of Cleoc. She turned to them when the High Lord was gone, her eyes softer. “You did not harm her,” she said. A statement, not a question.

Kier bowed his head, moving easily into command. “I would never.”

A smile played on her lips, but it did not reach her eyes. “Even though, I hear, it would’ve been force to equal what she dealt you, Captain Seward,” she said mildly. “I know this is… a situation none of us expected. And you may see me as your enemy.”

“As you may see us,” Kier said.

“But let that not be anymore. From this day on—no matter what happens between our nations—you have a place at my table. Cleoc Strata will welcome you with open arms for the deeds you have done for my daughter.”

“It was an honor,” Grey said. She did not say, Even though the First Daughter stabbed my mage, because she was able to forgive and forget—mostly. Sela shot her a tight smile, as if she could read Grey’s mind.

Cleoc went down the line to each of them, pressing a kiss to the back of their hands and handing each a silver pin embossed with an obsidian moon, matching the symbol on the crest of Cleoc Strata. “An honor, in our nation,” she explained, “for those who have exhibited true bravery.”

Grey didn’t hesitate. She buttoned the little moon on her chest.

“Thank you for your kindness, your grace,” Kier said.

Cleoc nodded, then moved to wait by the door. Sela stayed back for a moment, her eyes wet, kohl streaked underneath. Grey leaned forward to wipe the streaks away.

“I’m sorry for all the trouble,” Sela said.

“Kid, you got me early retirement.”

“And six months of leave,” Ola said from the end of the line.

“And out of that fucking terrible encampment,” Brit added.

“Language,” Kier sighed, eyes rolling skyward.

“Will you visit?”

All hesitated. They’d been killing her countrymen for as long as they’d been fighting—but perhaps there was a way to move on from that.

“Yes,” she promised before the others could say no. She leaned in and kissed Sela on the cheek, then drew her into her arms.

Close enough that no one else could hear, with her face pressed into Grey’s neck, Sela whispered, “Will I see you on Locke?”

Grey’s fingers dug into the girl’s back, a warning and a thank-you. “Maybe when you’re older,” she murmured into Sela’s hair.

They were not needed for the meeting between Scaelas and Cleoc, nor were they invited. One of the soldiers led them to the ballroom, where a party was already in full swing, the room crowded with officers and higher-ups from Grislar and surrounding camps and courtiers that Grey only vaguely knew the titles of. Despite the fact that the whole retinue was the reason for the party, people only wanted to talk to Kier, so she hung back with Eron as Kier drew his own little crowd.

“The captain looks handsome tonight,” Eron said, sipping his wine, leaning against her so no one could cut between them.

“He always looks handsome,” Grey lamented into her own glass. She glanced over the rim just in time to see Kier laugh, the dimple deepening in his cheek, and sighed.

“I’m sorry for any marks on your record,” she said after a moment.

Eron shrugged. “I probably deserve it for feeding you poison for three weeks.”

“Fair point, well made.”

He hesitated, looking around, probably checking who was nearby; but he didn’t realize that a crowded ballroom was sometimes the best place for secrets. “Will you need help, Grey?”

“That’s Eron to you.”

“My question stands.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know what we’re going to do, or how to do it, to be honest.” It was odd to talk about Locke so openly, even veiled as it was. But there was no hiding from the other three: they knew who she was, what she was, even if she herself would not put it into words.

“You know you have my sword,” Eron said quietly, “should you need it.”

Grey glanced at him, registering the flush in his cheeks. “Don’t promise me that,” she said, reaching to lace their hands together. “Take your leave, Eron. You owe me nothing—none of you do.”

He started to say something, but they were interrupted by an announcement from the master of ceremonies, signaling the arrival of the High Court and the start of dinner.

They hurried to their places of honor at the high table: Grey sat between Ola and Kier, across from Eron and Brit. Scaelas sat on Kier’s other side, followed by Cleoc and Sela.

“Any good gossip?” Grey asked her mage.

“None. At least three marriage proposals, though. It’s a tempting offer, to be a kept man.” Kier took a long sip of his wine. Grey pinched his thigh under the table.

“You’re incorrigible.”

“Incorrigibly handsome.”

She barely managed to hide her smirk, glancing at him sideways. It was just… it was just, he was the same as always, her favorite person, her beloved person, and she could not fathom that he felt any fraction for her of what she felt for him, no matter how much he insisted he did.

She struggled to hide it, pushing away the heat in her stomach. Then, after a moment of thought, she tethered to Kier and pushed the heat toward him.

He blushed immediately, choking on his wine. When his eyes met hers again, there was a new, dark layer of want buried there.

“Timing?” he questioned. Under the table, his knuckles brushed the back of her hand.

“Mustn’t ignore the High Lord,” Grey said smoothly, flashing an innocent smile, dismissing him to engage with his neighbor on his other side. Kier sighed and turned his attention to Scaelas.

Across the table, Commander Reggin was speaking to Eron, who he thought was Grey. “I have already received requests for a transfer for you, Hand Captain Flynn,” he said, matter-of-fact, as the servers hurried to present the food while it was still hot.

Grey raised an eyebrow, eavesdropping. Kier tripped over a sentence.

“If you would be interested in remaining, I’m sure Captain Seward would understand.”

“You should think about it, Hand Captain,” Brit said, all mirth. They had, quite possibly, had too much wine. Grey kicked them under the table.

“Ah, I need a break,” Eron said. He looked at Grey, and she sighed— if she’d ruined his perfect performance record, he was taking her right down with him. “And I’m terrible with a sword.”

The commander’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. “Your accomplishments say otherwise. And I do have some very tempting offers…”

Scaelas must’ve gone back to Cleoc, because Kier joined the conversation as plates were set down in front of them. “Unfortunately, Commander,” he said with perfect politeness, “they can’t have my Hand.” His own hand went to Grey’s knee, covered by the long draping of the table. “We’re retired.”







Have you written the words, in earnest, to Grape? If you two keep carrying on like this, you’ll be making your confessions to her grave.

Letter from Lieutenant Lotrain Seward to Lieutenant Kiernan Seward, 9 years PD
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AFTER DINNER, SHE SUFFERED through a particularly dull (and possibly pointed) conversation with the commander about the importance of propriety and did her best to avoid Master Pickett, who she heard commenting to another officer that he must’ve misremembered the appearance, coloring and gender of the honored Captain Seward’s Hand—though of course, he noted, two of those three factors could have changed. More than once, she looked up to see the High Lord’s eyes on her, mouth furrowed into a frown within his red beard. When the dancing started, she was well and truly done—she suffered through one waltz with Eron before she threw caution to the winds and went to free Kier from his admirers.

It took her a moment to break through the circle to find him standing in the middle, sparkling wine in both hands. “Captain,” she said, lowering her eyes demurely.

“Officer Fastria,” Kier said. He handed her one of the half-drunk glasses of bubbly wine; she brushed his knuckles with hers when she took it and flicked her eyes to the door.

“I believe you have duties yet, for the High Lady?”

“Ah, yes,” he said, easily slipping from the conversation. “I did promise to speak to her. If you’ll excuse me…”

They escaped from the circle, and Kier linked his arm in Grey’s. They found Ola and Eron, drunk in a corner, watching Brit spin in circles with a mage from another encampment, with very different but equal versions of longing plainly written on their faces. Grey filed that detail away for later digestion.

She gripped Eron’s chin in her hand. “Please don’t disgrace me,” she begged, before she kissed him on the cheek.

“I wouldn’t dare.”

“Be safe,” Ola slurred gravely as Grey stepped back to Kier’s side. “In all ways that apply.”

“Still none of your business,” Kier said cheerfully. “But I will take your suggestion to heart.”

They slipped into the wet chill of the night, then into one of the dozens of carriages that waited outside. Kier gave the driver the name of the inn. They sat opposite one another, legs alternating, as they lurched into motion. Grey wanted very badly to grab him by his coat and pull him toward her, but they were in a windowed carriage, and perhaps she just wanted to look at him a little longer. His face mirrored the emotion she felt through the tether, something like awe and wonder and reluctant impatience. Her blood thrummed hot in her cheeks, in her stomach; her whole body felt electric and restless.

When they reached the inn, Grey stumbled out, feeling drunk on something other than alcohol. She kept her composure all the way up to their room, where her fingers fumbled with the key until Kier took it and slid it home.

Inside, door locked behind them, they regarded one another.

“So,” he said, carefully laying the key on top of the wardrobe.

“So,” she said, watching his every move.

They stared at each other. She didn’t understand this shyness (hands in his intestines, etc.), but now that they were alone, she could not shake it. She inhaled sharply, unsteadily when he leaned forward to take her hand. He brought it to his lips, brushed a kiss on her knuckles.

“Is this more how you imagined it?” she asked.

Kier laughed. “Grey, you’re a treasure beyond any imagining.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Captain Seward,” she said, because if she let herself believe him, there would be no recovery. “I still have all my clothes on.” He moved to pull her closer, but she shook her head. “Stand still.”

She brought her hands to his jacket, sliding under, pushing it over his shoulders. Grey leaned in to kiss that soft space at the edge of his jaw, the one she’d been so fixated on earlier, relishing his sharp inhalation. She pulled his jacket off and tossed it behind her, onto the bed.

“Grey,” he started. His hands went to her back, fumbling for the laces of her dress.

“Mm, no.” She pushed them away. She was dedicated to enjoying this, and she’d been imagining getting Kier’s body under her hands for years. She would not be deprived of the joy of tormenting him.

He stood still, his breathing erratic, as she unfastened the buttons of his shirt. She ran her fingers along the obsidian of the moon. He watched her hungrily, hands clenched at his sides—he wanted to touch her, she knew, but even more, he wanted her to have her way.

She slid off his shirt, and the muscles of his stomach tensed as her hands skimmed over him. She kissed the line of his collarbone, flicking her tongue over the hollow of his throat, relishing the sound he made. Every single one of their sparring matches was written into his dense muscle; every battle showed on his skin. She swallowed hard, remembering all of them, a thousand recollections of his blood, his magic and her power, which had carved him from the boy she’d once longed for into the man she had now, under her hands.

“Do I get a turn?” he asked, amused, as she trailed her hands over the planes of his chest, the trail of fine dark hair from his navel, the scars on his abdomen.

“If you’re good,” she said, skimming a thumb over his nipple, then drawing his mouth to hers to swallow his answering gasp. What a treasured thing it was, to hear that noise from him—to know it belonged to her and her alone.

“Grey,” he murmured against her lips.

She bit his bottom lip. “Your turn,” she allowed.

Kier did not waste his time as he pulled her flush against him. He was insistent, undoing the laces of her dress with record speed, pushing it off her shoulders to pool at her feet. She tangled one hand in his hair, the other on his shoulder, half for balance. Her knees were unstable with the maddening slide of his tongue against hers.

He was still wearing too many clothes, which was a disaster, so her fingers went to the laces of his trousers as he wrestled her out of her chemise, breaking the kiss with a laugh. Then he was looking at her again, and the pure adoration on his face knocked the wind right out of her.

She fought the instinct to cover herself, keeping her shoulders square, her hands on his shoulders. He looked at her like he hadn’t seen her skin a thousand times, every single day, in a million contexts. Like all of this was new—like he didn’t know the shape of the scar on her ribs or the lines of her body. His hand cupped her breast reverently, one thumb sweeping back and forth over her until she ached with tension.

This time when she kissed him there was a new desperation. He stumbled, pushing her toward the window—thankfully he’d drawn the curtains before they left, or else those in the courtyard would be treated to a show—and boosted her so she was sitting on the wide windowsill, her back pressed to the fabric of the curtains. He rocked against her, still too many layers between them, but she felt him hard against her, and she groaned into his mouth.

He paused, pulling back just enough so he could see her, cupping her face with his hand. “Is this what you want?”

She dragged his head down so she could nip at his ear. “This is the only thing I want.”

He laughed, the sound warm and relieved. He hesitated for a second. As she started to ask if he was okay, he went for her pack. She watched him rummage for her healer’s kit, then squint at the labels. He shook a measure of contraceptive herbs into his palm and took them with water, wincing at the bitter taste. She grabbed him by the hand and pulled him back, pausing to bite at his collarbone. “Thanks.”

“Ola reminded me,” he said, running his hands up her back in a way that made her shiver.

“Please,” she said, pulling him down so she could kiss him on the mouth. “Do not bring Ola into this.”

He laughed, warm and clear, then moved one hand toward the waist of her shorts. “May I?”

“Please.”

He slipped his thumbs under the edge, then pulled them down, his hands skimming over her legs. His palms rested on her thighs for half a second before he pulled her legs apart.

“Kier—” She reached for him, but then he dropped to his knees and pressed a kiss to her inner thigh. She gasped, tangling her hand in his hair.

“I used to dream about this,” he murmured against her skin, hitching her thighs over his shoulders.

“Used to?” she forced herself to ask as he ran a hand from knee to hip. It was not worth telling him that she had imagined it too—her shyness was still cloying, even though she read the desire in his eyes when he looked at her. But it was hard for her to believe that he’d spent years sleeping by her side, orbiting her, thinking of her in this way, even dreaming of her, and nothing between them had changed until now.

“Mm. In my younger years, when I thought I could imagine the taste of you.”

Grey blushed, shy despite herself. She had never really spoken with past bedmates—it had been about relief, a mutually assured satisfaction, rather than genuine love or affection. Certainly, none of them had cared for her—not like this. “How long?”

He skimmed his nose over her skin, sighing against it. “Oh, just the better part of a decade.”

What absolute fools they were. All that time, and they could have been doing this.

She sucked in a breath as he kissed and bit his way between her legs, her head falling back when he put his mouth on her.

“How does it compare?” she barely managed to ask through the quiet supernova that erupted in her brain. It felt—it felt like magic, like power; it felt better than the swelling of heat when she found the power tethered around her and pulled.

Kier pulled back to kiss her hip. “Infinitely better in real life.”

It was just— He ducked his head back down, his hands on her hips, reacting to every gasp and breath. He was so confident, so sure of himself. He’d never been with her, but he knew her, knew her better than she knew herself. When he moved, it was exactly the right move at exactly the right time, like all of his imaginings of his mouth and hands on her body had perfectly prepared him to bring her as much pleasure as possible. Grey was caught in the tide of it, the grip of his hands and the soft murmur of his voice, his praise as she wound tighter and tighter under his touch. She felt the pleasure mounting, growing within her, the precipice looming; then he did something clever with his tongue and she came against him, tugging on his hair, his grip on her hips never easing.

It was just— He rose back up her body with steely determination, and she realized he still had trousers on—a crime, truly—and when she went to touch him, he said please in such a beautiful voice, but she pushed him away and moved to stand. She made short work of his clothes and pressed him into the chair he’d been sitting in earlier, his gaze on her molten hot as he watched her stand above him. For all of Kier’s supposed fantasizing, she’d thought of this, too: taking him over, watching his hazel eyes go liquid and warm, waiting for her to possess him with a breath-catching stillness.

She moved to straddle him, her knees framing his hips. His eyes flicked shut as she stroked him, memorizing the velvety smoothness of his skin, the heat of him.

“Please,” he murmured again, his eyes nearly black when he opened them to gaze up at her.

It was just— When she shifted forward, positioned him with one hand while the other rested on his shoulder, when she sank down on him and he moved inside of her, it was as if the tether between them tightened, redoubled, exploded into something shivering and golden.

“Grey,” he sighed, her name the softest of exhalations. She felt the power of her pushing through the tether without her direction. She felt both in control and wildly out of it; both filled to the brim and needing more of him, as much of him as she could take, as soon as possible.

She moved against his body, slowly at first, getting used to the feeling of him inside of her. He shifted his hands to her waist, his gaze never leaving her face, as if he’d never get enough of the sight of her.

Grey could barely think as he moved, pushing up from under her. She leaned down to kiss him, taking his lower lip between her teeth. His grip tightened on her, and she rolled her hips against him, setting a faster pace.

“You are everything I’ve ever wanted,” he said, pressing his forehead to hers.

She shifted, giving herself more space to move against him, and he buried his face in her neck and kissed the juncture of her neck and shoulder until even that wasn’t close enough. She ceded power, felt the echo of his magic as it fizzled against her skin. He moved his hands to her hips, pulling her up as he stood and pushed her back onto the windowsill, and she gasped at the change in angle as he paused and readjusted.

“Yes,” she moaned, biting his shoulder. She wrapped her legs tighter around his waist as he reached with one hand between her thighs, drawing circles with his thumb. She felt the tether inside of her, consuming, burning her alive. “Kier, I need—”

“Let me,” he murmured, pressing his lips to her hair.

He increased his pressure until she had no thoughts; she was a creature of want and desire and nothing more. The wave crested, pulling her under, and she splintered apart with a half-sob against his shoulder. Kier made a low noise in his throat, breaking rhythm as he shattered inside of her.

She didn’t move. She couldn’t move. His fingertips skimmed up and down along her back, their breathing uneven but matched as they came back into themselves.

She kissed him on the temple, desperately, raggedly. “Petition accepted,” she said into his damp hair.

“What?”

She leaned back so she could see his face—he was still inside of her, and she still throbbed with the aftershock of him. “Congratulations. You’re the first citizen of Locke.”

He laughed, burying his face in her shoulder. “It’s an honor,” he said, dropping to nip the top of her breast, “to be yours, my lady.”

Time stayed syrupy and still. They cleaned up in the washroom, then she pulled on his shirt and crawled into bed, and he stretched out, still naked and uncaring, his hand skimming over her hip, her waist, the line of her thigh, like he was trying to memorize every part of her by touch. They talked about nothing, like they would any other day, but then she leaned in and kissed him, and he was there, warm and sure, and just as needy. Soon he was over her, his weight on his elbows, her leg hitched around his hip, and he was sinking into her all over again.

It wasn’t like she’d imagined it would be, when she had allowed herself to imagine it. He was more certain than she’d anticipated, but he was eager for her to take the lead, to push him deeper into the bed and set her own pace. It was less of a battle for dominance and more of an understanding; him sinking into her as much as possible until she gripped his chin, then ceding power easily. Though she’d never been one to lead with previous partners, she loved controlling him, knowing that every breathy gasp was her doing, that every sharp sound, every profane word from his lips was hers.

After, they lay still, facing one another halfway down the bed. She was so languorously pleased that she could barely keep her eyes open. He was too warm for her to press against him—Kier always ran hot—but their fingers were tangled in the space between them. He did not seem to mind her fidgeting as she constantly knotted and unknotted their hands.

“Where should we go first?” she asked. It was long past dark now, and neither of them had bothered to turn any lights on besides the small golden magelight that Kier had summoned, which left the room mostly in shadow. She could still see every line of his face, though, mostly from memory. She lifted her free hand to run her little finger over the scar that always made his mouth do things it shouldn’t. He turned his face to kiss her palm.

“Home first, I think,” he said, “if you don’t mind. It’s been a while. I’d like to visit Lot.”

She nodded. Every time they went home, Kier kissed his ma and his mom and then went quietly out into the garden, kneeling at the foot of a tree, pressing his hand to the marker that bore Lot’s name. He sat there for an infinite amount of time, talking softly to his brother of all that had passed in the months since he’d last been home. She understood from that initial visit after Lot died that the first trip to his grave, that great outpour, had to be done when Kier was alone. In the days following, she sat with him, gently running her fingers through the grass as they talked to Lot, in the way she used to run her fingers through his hair while they all lazed in the sun together.

“And Mom has been pressing,” he said. “Ma hasn’t been well—we should spend a few weeks, at least. Get our bearings. Make a plan.”

“I’ve been meaning to write to Imarta,” Grey said, feeling that familiar guilt—but it was easy to pick up when they saw each other. Every time she returned, her adopted mother looked up as she came through the door and said only, Well? Where’d you go? No redactions, please (even though there were always redactions; they were necessary), and fussed over her until she left again.

“I sent her a letter,” Kier said. “Before we left camp.”

“Of course you did.” He was always better at being someone’s child.

“And then?” he asked, genuine curiosity in his voice.

Grey sighed. And then. She rolled onto her back, staring up at the ceiling. “And then, I suppose we need a boat.”

“I think we need more than a boat,” Kier said carefully.

“I don’t know what the process is,” Grey confessed.

“I know. We have time to figure it out,” Kier said. “But you’re sure the bulk of it didn’t… explode?”

“There were explosions,” Grey said, “from the sheer force of power. But no, I don’t think so. It’s there, in the sea, waiting for me to come back.”

Kier thought on this. “Maybe something will feel right when we get there. Or maybe your gods will give you the answer.”

“Maybe.” She closed her eyes, all desire for sleep erased by the memories that surfaced. She highly doubted her gods would want anything to do with her anymore. “You never asked me how it happened. And even since… finding out about what I can do, you haven’t asked how I did it.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I didn’t think it was my place.”

“And it changed nothing? Knowing I was the one who destroyed the Isle?” She opened her eyes, staring straight up, remembering how Severin grabbed her hand, then the two of them running, running, running.

“I think I’ve always known.”

She remembered the sweat on her back and the smell of burning wood, burning meat, burning hair—everything was aflame all the way up to the Ghostwood, then they were in the cellar and she couldn’t see the fire anymore.

“You always thought so low of me? That I would kill my entire line? Destroy my home?”

He rolled over, drawing her close against his chest, shifting her to lie on her side. He stroked her cheek, his touch whisper-light. “No,” he said. “I always knew you were a survivor.”

She searched his face, uncertain what she was looking for. “My father wanted Severin to have a choice,” she said, the words falling from her lips. “They tried to protect us, protect my parents, when everything went so wrong… Eprain sent a suitor, but it was just death in disguise. I remember her. Severin killed her himself, and I can’t imagine how…” She drew a shaky breath. “Locke, my mother, rose like a storm cloud to face them, but it was too late. They used breakbloom to break the tethers.”

“Grey,” he said, so tenderly it hurt. “You don’t have to tell me this.”

She felt the tears on her cheeks, hot and endless. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried. “I remember the sound. Their boots. I remember their blood. Sev’s hands—he held me so tight it left a bruise, the only thing left of him when I made it to Scaela.

“I know everyone thinks it was my mother who took the Isle down, but she and my father were already dead. I felt them the second they died, like great torches extinguished. And I think… I think Sev knew what he was doing, what it would cost.”

“You were already Locke,” Kier said, understanding.

Grey nodded. “And Severin knew what we could do together. So he told me to pull as much power from the wells around me as I could, and from the Isle itself. He shielded me, and I let the power explode. It was the only way to save Locke: to submerge it entirely. All three of them, Severin, Mam, Pa; and my grandmother, too. They all died so I could live.”

Kier wiped the tears away before they could collect in her hair. “They did it because they loved you, Grey,” he said.

She looked up at his face, reaching to trace the line of his temple. “But that’s not the kind of love I want. I don’t want sacrifice. I don’t want anyone else to die for me.”

I don’t want you to die for me, she did not say.

He leaned in to kiss her, tender and sweet. “I’d happily perish for you any day of the week, Flynn,” he said, seeing right through her.

She moved her hand to the back of his neck, cradling his head. “You’re a fool,” she said very carefully, “but if you insist on putting yourself in danger for me… I don’t want you to be my mage.” His face immediately shifted into caution. “No—not like that.”

“Grey?”

She wriggled closer, throwing her leg over his hip. His hand immediately went to her thigh. “I want you as my commander, Kier. If we’re able to resurrect the Isle, I want to know that it will be safe again, and I want it to be you.”

He studied her face. “Any commander or master you want will come,” he said carefully. “If you would have them. You could take from Cleoc Strata, from Scaela—gods, even Nestria would offer, if it meant a treaty.”

She shook her head. “I don’t care. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust anyone in the world like I trust you.”

He leaned forward to kiss her. “I already have your name in my heart, Locke,” he said. “It would be the greatest honor to carry your banner.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to think about it?”

“No.”

She nuzzled into his chest, relishing the fact that she could just be here, against him, skin to skin as his arms folded around her. “It’s probably not the ideal retirement.”

He sighed, suffering as always, then rolled onto his back, tugging her along with him so she rested on his chest. “We both knew from the start that retirement would be short-lived.”

“A hero and a genius, Seward.”

“I have other talents besides my bravery and intellect, you know.”

Grey bit gently at his collarbone. “Oh? Can I get a demonstration?”

He paused as if thinking about it. “Can I get a raise?”

“You don’t even have a salary yet.”

His fingers traced down her hip. “Not yet.”

She snorted. “Bribery never suited you.” But she did not argue with his methods.







I’m sorry, my lord. We didn’t get there in time—they’d already found Lady Wren and slaughtered her, her boys and the entire household. Please find enclosed her cloak pin bearing her House’s seal. I will see her body safely delivered and laid to rest as her customs dictate.

Letter from Ikaaron Plides, Scaelan ambassador to Nestria, to Scaelas, 2 days PD
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IN THE SMALL HOURS of the morning, Grey was roughly awoken by something coarse and wet being pressed to her face. She inhaled sharply, pulling back, but there was a hand against her hair and something smelled awful, like bitter bile.

She knew the scent. It smelled like the death of the Isle, like screaming in her ears, like the end of everything.

“Kier?” she tried to say.

There was a sound across the room, a muffled shout—she couldn’t see anything but shapes in the dark, one holding a cloth over her mouth, and the smell made something animal and furious rise up within her. She struggled, but was held fast by strong hands. She bit down, her teeth sinking through the towel into something fleshy that swore and drew back. She sat up swinging, groping for her knife under the pillow until her fingers closed on the hilt, mad and feral.

Her eyes were streaming, fuzzy; she couldn’t see clearly—and she couldn’t feel Kier. She couldn’t feel him beside her, or grappling for her power in the tether that connected them as easily as breathing.

She slashed out and met flesh, felt hot blood on her hands. She could only just see the shapes: three of them, large, looming over her. More in the room where she couldn’t see.

“She’s armed,” one of them called.

“No one said they’d be together,” another seethed. She heard a strangled noise, a half-gasp across the room, the sound of something solid meeting flesh and bone. She knew the timbre of the noise even though she’d never heard that sound from him. Kier.

Grey fought. She slashed with her knife, connecting more than once, relishing the profanity that spilled from their attackers. The hand fell away from her face, but the damage was already done—no matter how she grappled with the tether, she was unable to feel Kier nearby, even though she heard him fighting just as surely as she was.

She knew the smell. They’d drugged her with breakbloom, a flower Eprain had found and cultivated for its abilities to dull magic, making it impossible for a mage to draw on their well.

It was the same drug, the same poison Eprain had used to splinter the tethers on Locke as they razed the Isle. The same poison that kept the High Lady from sensing the destruction they wrought.

But the men around her did not have the tight, fast Eprainish accents, nor lilting like Scaelan—their Idistran was broad and flat. Luthrite or Stratan, but she couldn’t tell which. The people in the room with them were either typics, unaffected by the heady scent, or strong enough fighters without their powers—even a whiff of breakbloom broke every tether in the surrounding area for at least a few minutes. It was reserved for extreme situations.

Perhaps it was a comfort, Grey thought as she fought, terrified, that she and Kier were considered an extreme situation.

Then there was a knee heavy on her back, pinning her down. Fingers on that sensitive spot on her neck, the one that made her vision crowd with dots. A hand gripped her wrist, pressing hard.

“Stop fighting,” a voice growled in her ear, “or I will kill you.”

She tasted blood and bitterness in her mouth. “Kill me, then,” she snarled, and she swung again. The last thing she saw was a grim face through streaming tears, and the outline of her own mage on his knees in the corner with a blade to his throat.

Everything went black.

Grey came to an immeasurable time later, breakbloom cloying on her tongue. Her senses felt dulled, and she was still unable to feel Kier, but at least she could see. She choked on the gag, heavy on her tongue; there was too much saliva in her mouth, her chin wet with spit and blood. The gag itself had been soaked with the bitter floral solution.

Her hands were bound behind her back, the rope biting into her skin; her feet were bound too but they had long since lost feeling. She sat at an awkward angle. Her head rested on someone’s shoulder. She lifted it with a jolt, coming to full consciousness.

“Mmph.” She followed the noise. It was Ola next to her, also bound and tied, a nasty-looking scratch running from her temple to the parting of her hair, jagged and bloody. She had clotted blood in her eyebrows, her eyelashes, crusted down the side of her face. Grey spotted Brit just past Ola. They were in a narrow stone room, cold and damp. She scanned the space—Eron was straight ahead of her, and then Kier…

Kier.

He was bound similarly, lying on his side, dressed only in trousers and boots. His face was slack and he was covered in blood—for an awful moment Grey feared he was dead, until he took a quick, rasping breath. Judging by the bruising, she surmised that at least one of his ribs was broken.

Grey herself wore Kier’s shirt and her own shorts, and Kier was similarly attired in the loose trousers he’d gone to sleep in—their captors had not bothered with providing coats or blankets, even though the cold chilled her to the bone.

Always the healer, she surveyed, taking stock: Ola’s wound was ugly but hopefully not life-threatening; Eron was bleeding from his arm and had a black eye, but nothing further; Brit looked mostly fine besides a few scratches. She could not see the source of Kier’s wound, which was worrying—if he’d been kicked unconscious, there was the potential for a concussion or brain damage, and that was something she couldn’t stomach without some panic. But it was also possible that he was incapacitated by other means, and there was no way to know until she could see him up close.

For herself, the assessment was short: she’d been hit hard on the cheek by something, and she felt the hot, irritated swelling on the left side of her face. The breakbloom was heavy in her stomach and awful on her tongue, but she was otherwise all right. When she flexed her hands, she felt the crusted blood on them cracking, but she did not think it was her own.

She managed a look around their surroundings. There was a door in the corner, cloaked in gloom, with a knight on either side, standing guard silently. A high window let light into the room, but it would be impossible to reach, and it was covered in bars anyway.

She looked at Ola. Ola looked back, as if she could read Grey’s mind, and shook her head. There was no way of escape. With the breakbloom on their tongues, none of them could tether—not that it would do Grey any good, with Kier unconscious.

Kier. She couldn’t stop looking at him, her terror growing.

She couldn’t say how long they sat bound in the dank, dark room. She tried to inch closer to Ola, to loosen the other well’s bindings, but they were all tied so tightly it was impossible; besides, when one of the soldiers near the door saw her moving, he came and kicked her in the ribs.

She suffered the blow and did not try again. She cursed herself for letting her guard down, for going to sleep with only one knife, for not waking when Kier was apparently wrenched from her. She’d never slept so soundly in her life—Kier’s arms around her must’ve lulled her into a false, deadly sense of security.

Some time later, he woke with a great exhalation and went straight to panic—it was agony to watch him, unable to move or speak words of comfort, though she tried to shuffle in his direction. When their eyes locked, she saw all the words he couldn’t say there and tried to make her expression as calm as possible. I’m alive, she thought at him uselessly. I’m alive and so are you, and though I cannot feel you, I can see you, and soon I will find a way…

The door swung open, heavy wood hitting the wall. A retinue of guards entered, swords drawn, cautious. No surcoats. No crests. No way to tell which nation they fought for.

Enough guards streamed in for two to take each prisoner. Though she wanted to, Grey knew it was best not to fight, not yet; she could not guarantee that she could get everyone out safely if she did, and there was no point in getting killed for no reason. She did not resist as two of the guards grabbed her arms and hauled her down a stone hallway, toward a large atrium. She stumbled behind Ola, keeping tabs on Eron’s ragged breathing behind her, and she could only just feel Kier. She still could not tether, not with the gag soaked in breakbloom, but she could feel the blunt edges due to their binding, and the headache was easing ever so slightly.

She grappled with her well, waiting for the instant they removed the gag, and found her power whole and sound. She gritted her teeth against the fabric. If anything went wrong… She remembered Severin gripping her hands. Then, he was nine years younger than she was now, and still so much braver.

In the atrium, they were shackled to the wall a few feet apart from one another. The guards were conversing now, in quiet tones—their accents sounded Luthrite, but she couldn’t be certain. She shifted her weight from leg to leg, trying to keep herself from going numb. The stone against her back was wet with rivulets of water, chilling her further.

She leaned her head back anyway—Kier was chained next to her, just out of reach. The side of his head she hadn’t been able to see was crusted with blood. He’d been hit by something—the hilt of a sword, she thought—and it looked like it hurt terribly.

If she could just tether to him, push some power into him, she could negate the worst effects—maybe put her hands on him, try to force a tether with contact, if that would keep him stable. But with the breakbloom on her tongue, she was absolutely useless.

A soldier walked into the room, dressed in armor. Not just anyone, Grey realized, taking in the embroidered sash he wore across his chest, over his breastplate and surcoat: a master at least, possibly a commander. She couldn’t remember how many Luthar had, nor why they would take them prisoner.

No. Not Luthar. Grey squinted. Though the commander’s crest was Eprainish, the guards that accompanied him wore a mix of Eprainish and Luthrite crests on their surcoats.

Eprain and Luthar were working together. She could not even begin to grasp the implications of that: if both turned on Scaela, using their combined forces…

She was not sure if an alliance with Cleoc Strata was enough to save them from that.

The commander paused, taking them in. Grey felt her muscles tense without being told, a shakiness in her thighs, a catch in her breath. Kier glanced over, and she felt the useless pull of him, trying to tether to her power, unable to.

“And this,” the man said, his eyes scanning over them, “is the retinue that led the false Maryse of Locke across the country.”

They said nothing—they could say nothing, gagged as they were. But Grey took in Eron and Ola and Brit and Kier; perhaps they were fools for letting their guard down, for getting captured, but they were still broken and fierce and hers. She would die for every single one of them.

“Who is in charge of this operation?” the commander asked.

“The tall one, with the dark hair,” one of the soldiers said. Grey’s head snapped in his direction, immediately sending her headache flaring, but she recognized the man who’d spoken. Though he now wore Luthrite garb, she was almost certain he’d been at the ball the night before. Judging by the way the blood drained from Eron’s face, he must’ve recognized him, too. She remembered how drunk Eron was when she and Kier had left the night before—if the other man was a spy, searching for information, she had no idea what Eron had given up.

She could only trust that, even incoherent, he knew to keep his knowledge close to his chest.

Beside her, Kier stood straight and tall—a remarkable thing, to look so leaderly when he was dressed only in trousers, dried blood brown on his skin—and raised his chin at a defiant angle. The commander nodded to one of his soldiers, who stepped forward with a blade. Grey made a noise despite herself, struggling to move toward him—but they only cut his gag. It came away wet, and Kier spat a knot of thick blood out when they removed it. He had to have some other injury, something else that Grey couldn’t see.

“And you are?” the commander asked.

But Kier only stared defiantly, insouciant to the last. Grey loved him with a fierce, unholy desperation—she wished, more than anything, that he could pull from her and decimate every person in this room.

After too long of Kier’s silence, the soldier from the party spoke up. “That’s Captain Kier Seward, sir.”

“Seward.” The commander crossed his arms over his chest and stepped forward carefully. “What are you?”

No answer from Kier, and the soldier didn’t try to respond either. The commander’s mouth twitched into a smirk. “Fine,” he said. “We’ll do things your way.”

The guard next to Kier moved before Grey could react, before she could think, striking him square in the shoulder. Grey watched his quick, pained breath; she gasped herself as his collarbone cracked. She made a noise that sounded like an animal caught in a trap—the commander’s eyes snapped to her immediately.

“You were the two found together,” he said, and Grey tried to focus as much hate as she could in her gaze. If only her gods had given her the ability to do something with her power, she would smite this man where he stood.

“Who is she?”

It wasn’t like Grey could answer with the gag in her mouth anyway. Kier, too, said nothing.

The commander sighed. “Bring in the prisoner,” he said over one shoulder. A few of the guards scurried away to follow his order. For a heartbeat, Grey panicked—had they found Sela, too? She thought it would be impossible to get past her guard, but…

He paced the stretch of stones in front of them. “I’ll make this quick. The girl you returned to Grislar was not Maryse of Locke, but you know that. What I know is that you managed to eviscerate an entire company of trained mages and wells without a single blade, which is, frankly, impossible. Unless one of you is a Locke.” He scanned their faces, lingering on each one. “So who is it?”

Grey tried to breathe and tasted only poison. It was a mistake—it had all been a mistake. They never should’ve taken this assignment. She and Kier shouldn’t have stayed the night. They should have left the second they handed Sela over, taken their papers and run.

The guards returned with another person between them, their head and face covered with a dark hood. They wore the plain clothes and padded shirt that went under armor, caked in mud and dried blood.

“So nice of you to join us,” the commander said placidly, as if the prisoner had come willingly and not been dragged out of a cell.

There was no response. One of the guards discarded the hood, revealing her face. Hand Master Mare Concord stood looking dazed, gagged like the rest of them. Grey heard Ola draw a quick breath.

Mecketer was attacked shortly after your departure. That was what Reggin had told them—and none of them had thought to ask for a casualty list, had thought to check if Concord or Attis, who knew their mission and route and the details of their arrival, were safe.

Mare took in the group in front of her, and it was like the fight went out of her: her knees sagged, and she would’ve dropped to the ground if it wasn’t for the guards holding her arms.

“Has she been drugged?” the commander asked.

“Yes,” one of the guards replied.

“Remove her gag.”

He cut it away, and Mare drew a heaving breath, her eyes tracing back and forth over the others with growing dread. They lingered for just a second on Grey before moving on. Her top lip was swollen and split, as was her left eyebrow. Grey surmised that she’d be a patchwork of bruises under her clothes: she’d clearly been beaten.

“Is this your retinue?” the commander asked.

“Yes,” Mare said, her voice raspy. Grey remembered her eyes, wild with fear, as she’d saved her from death years before.

“They have been… uncooperative. Would you do me the honor of naming those involved, and telling me their specialties?”

Mare licked her lips. She looked up and down the line. “I don’t know—”

“Don’t toy with me, Concord.”

“I’m not. I only know Seward and Flynn’s abilities. Captain Seward is an internal affinite.”

The commander looked at Kier for a long moment, eyebrows drawing together. “Internal. The report on our company stated that it was clean work that killed our men. Some kind of effect on the hearts, forcing all to cease beating. Does that sound familiar?”

“I cannot say,” Mare lied. The commander rolled his eyes and gestured to one of the guards, who hit her so hard that her head twisted. She coughed, spitting a tooth out onto the floor. When she looked up again, blood dripped down her chin. Grey forced herself to watch despite her growing panic. It was the least she could offer her.

“Yes,” Mare said weakly. “His specialty lies with the heart.”

“And Flynn?”

“His well.”

“On the end, sir,” the man from the party said, and Grey’s blood ran cold. Eron had not betrayed her, betrayed them, but now he would take the fall for her, and she could not stomach it. One of the soldiers grabbed Eron’s arm, following the gestures of the other, and pulled him forward.

“You’re Hand Captain Flynn?” the commander asked.

Without hesitation, Eron nodded. Grey could have killed them all. She fought against her restraints, against her gag, causing a scene. One of the soldiers moved closer, gripping her hair, pulling it back. She snarled and tried to knee him in the groin, but he punched her in the stomach. She saw a blaze of white and curled around the pain for one second, two, waiting for it to pass.

“And who are you?”

“Officer Eron Fastria,” Kier said, the absolute bastard. “She’s a typic.”

With a raised brow, the commander nodded. Grey looked at Kier, desperate. He shook his head, just a fraction.

Don’t. She read the directive clear on his face, and more than anything she wanted to fight it, but she knew better. She knew what was at stake.

“Though this has been… enlightening, it is not what I’m here for.” The commander resumed his pacing, and Grey wanted, so badly, to kill him. “Who is the Locke?”

Kier’s chin rose further, defiant. And the others… Though Grey glanced at them, not a single one looked at her. They all stared straight ahead, unreactive.

“Who is it?” he thundered, and Grey’s heart pounded. She saw the soldiers move on Kier but he shot her such a murderous look that she only stood there in shock and horror, damn her, as one moved on him, slashing forward. The side of Kier’s face that was already bloody ran red, and something wet fell to the floor—Grey couldn’t contain her sob when she saw it was part of his ear. And he… he only made a gruff noise, the shudder traveling through his body.

“If you do not hand Locke over to me,” the commander said carefully, “I will kill all of them and toss their bodies into the sea until one of them resurrects the Isle.”

“I don’t think it works like that,” Kier said, his voice unsteady, a pain in the ass to the very end.

“I don’t care. I will do it anyway, and we will have no power at all.”

Grey tasted bile mingling with the breakbloom, and she could not breathe. And then Kier looked at her, so beautiful even with the blood, even though he was about to hurt her; and last night he’d whispered in her ear, You are going to ruin me.

He was right.

“The girl, this time,” the commander said, and the guards stepped steadily toward her. Grey braced for pain, but Kier moved—not far, not with his restraints, but he angled himself so he was just in front of her.

“Wait,” he said, his voice not quite his own—there was blood in it, and fear, and she reached uselessly for his tether. “Wait.”

The guards paused. She felt Ola looking at Kier, agony on her face, and then he straightened, wincing at the pain. Grey tried to lunge forward, to reach for him, to touch him in any way possible, but it was useless.

“It’s not Maryse you’re looking for,” he said.

Grey’s brain screeched to a halt. Mare’s face was absolutely unreadable.

The commander was almost lazy in his response, crossing his arms over his chest, moving closer to Kier as if to demonstrate that he did not fear him. “Oh?”

The legacy of Locke is blood and betrayal.

Grey sucked in a breath, tasting blood and poison. She didn’t know—she didn’t know how she knew, but she could hear the words Kier was forming before he said them; she could feel the swell of apology through the weak, slippery tether as she tried to force through the effects of the breakbloom to no avail. Don’t do this, she wanted to scream at him, but all that came through the gag was a muddled moan. Do not do this to me.

“It’s me,” Kier said, calm and measured. “I’m Severin, Heir to the Well, Lord of Locke, First Mage of the Isle. I’m the only survivor of the Isle’s downfall.”







Your mother is not well. She sits in the garden for hours, under the tree where he lies. Imarta and I have tried everything, but she is inconsolable. The dirt is still a black spot on the lawn, as if nothing will ever grow there again.

Please, Kier. If you’ve ever listened to me at all, listen now: come home. I cannot bury both of you.

Letter from Laurella Seward to Lieutenant Kiernan Seward, 9 years PD
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GREY FOUGHT.

She managed to knee the guard closest to her in the groin, then use his chin to push the gag low and out of her mouth. She couldn’t do any more before one of the other guards caught her in the shoulder with the hilt of their sword and another kicked her to her knees, then there were hands in her hair, jerking her head up, and a blade on her throat.

She froze, breathing hard, gazing up at the commander with hatred. He moved slowly, then kneeled before her. She spat at him, but he threw up a shield—he was a mage, and someone else in this room was a well, and Grey now understood why the breakbloom was only on their gags.

“You were found with him, weren’t you? Do you think of yourself as his knight? His protector?” The commander reached forward, tugging her hair. “Or is it something else?”

“The girl is a fool. Obsessed with the captain and always has been,” Mare said, her voice flat and emotionless. “Besotted.”

The commander laughed, like this pleased him. He moved the gag back into Grey’s mouth, then gripped her chin in his hand. “And are you just as besotted, Seward?”

A pause. “She is nothing to me,” he said finally.

“And yet she was in your bed.”

“Do you care about everyone you take to bed?” Kier asked, that awful, devious insouciance creeping back into his tone.

Blood and betrayal. She knew he was doing it to save her, the absolute bastard, but it stung all the same.

“And yet she would die for you, it seems,” the commander said, standing and brushing his hands on his trousers, as if touching Grey had made him filthy. She felt the blade slip away from her throat, but the hand did not leave her hair, and there was another firm one on her shoulder, keeping her down.

“She’s a fool. She’s been nothing but trouble from the start,” Kier said, and there—there was just the briefest lapse into tenderness.

“Then enough worrying about the girl.” The commander looked at her over his shoulder, his gaze dripping with disdain. “Knight, if you step out of line one more time, I will kill you. And that is a promise.”

“Please,” Kier said very quietly, only for her. “Don’t.”

She wanted to—gods, how she wanted to—but she was no use to anyone if she was dead. She sagged in the arms of her captors.

The commander turned his attention back to Kier. “Severin, then. How can I be certain you’re not just another imposter? That you are truly the heir?”

“I may be a mage, but I carry the dormant power of my mother’s line. I can demonstrate it, if only you would allow me.”

“Not happening,” the commander said, arms crossed. “You will remain drugged and powerless until I can trust you won’t kill me, and I think that will take quite a while.”

“Then how can I prove who I am?”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something.” The commander waved his hand, and Grey heard movement, then a muffled gasp. She glanced behind her to find the soldiers had moved, all of them holding blades to her companions’ throats, all of them ready to deliver killing strikes.

Kier met his gaze and held it. “It was Eprain,” he said quietly, “who attacked. Who sent the ships. Who caused the death of Locke when they tried to take control of the Isle and its power.”

Grey drew a breath, tasting only the bitterness of the breakbloom. She regretted telling Kier anything. One of the guards gasped; across the room, a few of the other soldiers eyed the commander warily. Even Mare looked surprised, her brows drawing together, as if she could no longer be certain she had made the right choice in protecting Grey.

But the commander only smirked. He looked Kier up and down. Grey didn’t know what he was looking for—Kier was younger than Severin by five years, but with the gray at his temples and the impact of battles, he looked older than twenty-six. She wasn’t sure how anyone else would know them: she and Severin had only been away from Locke a handful of times, and their parents were very careful about who could visit the Isle.

Only they weren’t careful enough.

“Everyone else thought the elder Locke was the well,” the commander said after a moment. “None but those in the Isle’s confidence knew he was a mage, as is the way when there is more than one possibility for the heir. Did you know that?” he asked, pitching the question to the room. A few of the soldiers shook their heads, now looking uneasy.

The commander bowed his head, that grin spreading into a full, cruel smile. “My lord,” he said, his voice heavy with faked deference, “do you remember me? From your past life?”

Grey squinted at him. She could not place him.

He took a step toward Kier, his hand on his sword. A touch lower, he said, “Do you remember my daughter?”

Her stomach dropped as it became clear: Lady Polenna. The girl who came with the ships, the girl Severin killed as his final act before he took Grey to safety. The girl who wasn’t supposed to die—who was only meant to act as a decoy.

This was her chance. If Kier got it wrong, they would know he was not Severin. But, of course, he was too smart for that, because he was her other half and she had told him too much.

“I remember her death,” he said, his voice steadier now, back to his captain’s manner. “You may think her blood is on my hands, but you underestimated the Isle. Her blood is on yours.”

The commander’s hand moved, almost too quick for Grey to see—but she heard the sound of flesh on flesh; she watched Kier’s head whip to one side. The commander’s ring cut into his cheek, leaving a gash within the reddening skin.

“You know what I’m capable of,” Kier said, a deadly undercurrent to his voice.

The commander stepped back, recovering his composure. Flatly, he said, “I do.”

“Then you know that if you do not safely release my companions, I can—and will—kill everyone here.” Kier’s voice was smooth, deadly, beautiful. “And then, when you are dead, I will find your family, Commander. Anyone and everyone you love. And I will look them in the eye and tell them exactly why they are sentenced to die. I will tell them how you sent your daughter to the slaughter; how you were so determined to kill my line that you did not care to spare her. I will find your High Lord, Commander, and end him too. You think the company you found was the worst of what I can do? I will make them all suffer, and I promise it.”

The commander regarded him. “Pretty words, for a man who ran from his own dying family. You are just as guilty as I, and you have no power.”

Grey winced.

“But I will,” Kier said, moving forward until the restraints stopped him. She could not see his face, but she could see Mare’s, and the Hand master looked like she had never really seen Kier before. “Sometime soon, your guard will fail.” Somehow, impossibly, Grey felt the sensation of a thread from Kier, reaching out, pushing through the dullness of the breakbloom. He’d been ungagged long enough to be able to tether, but she was still drugged. She had no control of her power…

They were bound. They were bound, and she was Locke, and her power called to him. She felt the barest thread of a tether take, then the faintest trickle of power flowed from her stomach. He was siphoning from her.

A guard in the corner shouted out, gripping his heart. Before anyone could grab him, he fell. Another fell shortly after, and Grey felt the slice of pain in her stomach, the awful forced pull of power through the haze of drugs in her system.

Chaos fell over the room: the commander threw up a shield, the magic shimmering in the dimness, and two of the guards near Kier pushed him to the ground. Someone shouted, “Flynn!” and another guard took down Eron, pushing his face into the damp stone. A few others gathered around their fallen comrades, attempting to revive them—but it was no use.

“You cannot draw from your well,” the commander snarled. “That should be impossible.”

“I am Locke,” Kier seethed from the floor, his bloody side pressed down. “I can draw any power. It is my right.”

It was a lie. A bluff. But he had them afraid, and Grey was terrified alongside them. With Kier on the ground, he was nearly close enough for her to touch. She sagged forward, trying to get closer, to give him any contact with her skin if that would get them free, but she was still too far away.

“Enough.” The commander’s voice rang through the scuffle. “I will free your companions, if I must. But you will stay, and you will resurrect the Isle. If you do not comply, Locke, I will not hesitate to kill you—and I will not use magic to do it. Is that understood?”

“Yes,” Kier said.

The commander spun on Mare next. “You told me,” he hissed, “that he was bound to his well. That they were useless without one another.”

Mare shook her head. “I… I don’t know. I only thought—”

“You are of no use to me anymore.”

Mare’s eyes filled with fear. She looked at Grey—they never need you as much as you need them, she’d told her once.

“Concord—” Kier started, but it was too late.

One of the soldiers moved forward, quick as a viper, and cut Mare Concord’s throat. Her eyes locked on Grey’s face, Mare barely even flinched as the blade carved a deadly path.

Someone screamed, muffled by their gag. Grey watched, nauseous with fear, as the blood poured from Mare’s throat, staining her shirt. She fell; the soldiers released her as she dropped to her knees, then her hands, then landed face-down. The pool of blood around her grew and grew.

We’re all going to die in this armor. Grey closed her eyes.

“I will release your companions,” the commander said, “but if you do not cooperate, Locke, I too will kill everyone you love. You are not the only one capable of threats.”

They were led away, Grey dizzy with the breakbloom and adrenaline and fear. Kier was taken with them down the hall, to a small room with a door.

“I would just like to say goodbye,” he said.

The commander shook his head. “You ask for too much.”

Kier met his gaze, unfaltering. “I am the High Lord,” he said loftily, daring the commander to protest. “Would you not treat me in a way befitting my station?”

In the end, they let him say goodbye. They each were injected with a dose of breakbloom and given civilian clothes to dress in. Afterward, they were taken to the entryway, and the supplemental guards backed to the wall, leaving the Lord of Locke to say farewell.

Grey could only stare at him, silent with anger, as he spoke to Brit and Ola and Eron, still held back by the guards. It was a death sentence, what he was doing. Finally, he turned to her, to where she glared at him.

“And you,” he said finally, so quietly it broke her heart. “Would you leave without saying goodbye?”

He was three paces away, his own guards giving him healthy space even as hers didn’t—it was as close as he could come to her before someone swung at them. They shifted uneasily as it was, and she hated him in that moment, more than she had hated anyone before. It was easy to hate him like this, when he was making sacrifices, because she could not look in his face and accept that she was about to lose him.

She wanted to curse him. She wanted to fight him. She wanted to kick him in the shin with her heavy boot. She would’ve, too, if her ankles weren’t tied.

“Beloved,” he said, because he could not say any of her names without revealing the truth. She wanted to throw herself against his chest and beg him to never leave her—she wanted to hate him all the more for this. She made a sound that he seemed to interpret as If you could try to tether, you could kill them, because he said, “It is too weak and there are too many.”

Grey bit the gag, a low and awful sound rising in her throat.

“Tell Lot I will see him soon, and give my love to our mothers,” he said, quiet and grave.

She could not respond, so she only glared, forcing as much emotion as she could into her gaze since she could not put it through the tether.

For a long time, he looked at her, as if he was trying to memorize her face. She could not force herself to do the same, not when he was half blood, not when he had betrayed her.

“We either release them or we don’t,” one of the men behind Kier said sternly. “Your call, Locke.”

Kier sighed. Leaned forward. “You deserve to survive,” he said, very quietly.

Survival is not a meritocracy, Kiernan, she thought. Because if it was, Lot would be alive, and Severin, and her father, and all those who were so much better than her.

Then he stumbled, the move unlike him, and Grey felt something slip into her boot as he caught himself against her. The soldiers moved forward and he murmured, “I’m so sorry.”

For an instant, she thought he’d smuggled a knife in—but the object in her boot was small and blunt.

“Locke,” the commander said, coming up behind them.

Kier nodded. He straightened, his eyes not leaving Grey’s as he said, “Take them away. And if any harm does come to them, I will keep my promise, Commander, and you know I will do it.”

That was it. They started to lead them away, and Grey fought with such ferocity that even Kier looked disappointed. She tried to do as much damage as possible until they finally drugged her, and as her eyes slid shut, she held his gaze and tried to convey with all of her might that she would never forgive him for this.

When Grey woke, she found herself slung across Ola’s lap, her head pillowed on the other woman’s thigh, Ola’s fingers stroking her hair. She felt a surge of panic, then an unbelievable rush of bitterness. Her whole body was heavy, weighted, like she’d never move again. She kept her eyes closed.

Kier.

Above her, Ola was saying, “… and the closest encampment is Grislar, but I don’t know where we are, and if we’re in Luthar, it doesn’t seem sensible to go asking.”

“Who would know the difference?” Brit asked from somewhere close by. “Who would care? Let’s head east, then follow the coast north.”

“We can’t leave him.”

There was a silence, then, and Grey couldn’t take it. She shifted, the others immediately focusing on her with a lot of soothing sounds that did absolutely nothing. She opened her eyes to find they were in a clearing surrounded by a dense wood of skinny, light-colored trees, in the middle of nowhere. Eron was pacing back and forth next to a magelight that Ola and Brit were maintaining. Grey felt the ache in every part of her body. She needed to speak, but the words were too heavy. They would not form. They would not come.

“Grey?” Brit was saying, looming over her. “Did you hear me?”

She didn’t. She couldn’t. She tuned them out because nothing mattered, not anymore, not when Kier was gone and good as dead. She sat up, nearly hitting her head on Ola’s chin, and hugged her knees to her chest. Ola’s fingers were there on her back immediately, scratching down her spine.

“He did what he thought was best,” Eron said, and Grey wanted to throw something, because that sounded like Kier was already dead. Before she could stop it, a sob clawed its way out of her throat. She slapped a hand against her mouth, nails digging into her skin.

She wouldn’t cry for him. Not when he’d done this to her. Not when he’d abandoned her, taken her name and her title and her heart and disappeared.

She could cry for Mare, who deserved it. For Kier, she would just remain angry.

“Fuck Kier,” she said, too loud, her tongue still thick with sleep. She lurched up, pushing off Ola and Brit, nearly careening into a tree with the unsteadiness of a monumentally pissed-off newborn deer.

“Grey!” Ola called after her. “Where are you going?”

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t look at any of them, not with this anger brewing up within her. She pushed through the trees, wobbling unsteadily, breathing hard and grappling at the tether in her middle as if it would connect to Kier. She felt nothing.

An arm wound around her, right on her bruised stomach, pulling her against a chest—Eron, she realized. “No,” she gasped, grappling against his arm, but he said, “We need you.”

She turned on him. “What the fuck was that back there?” she demanded, the words clawing out of her. He gripped her wrists so she couldn’t swing, accidentally pressing on the bruises left behind by her restraints. “You just let him lie.”

“We can’t lose you, Grey,” Ola said over Eron’s shoulder.

Grey shook her head. “You should’ve let me go. You should’ve let them take me.”

“Kier needs you alive and functioning,” Eron said firmly, “and you are only doing half of that.”

She looked at him, the rage clear in every line of her body, even though it wasn’t Eron she was mad at. She wished Kier was in front of her if only so she could shout at him, and the thought was so devastating and overwhelming that she did not know what to do with all the feelings she could not contain.

“I’m Locke,” she said, loud enough so the others could hear her as they moved toward her, unease on their faces.

“We know that,” Eron said. “Now what are you going to fucking do about it?”

She stared at him, wordless. Kier was gone—Kier was in her place. But she was Locke, and Locke was her, and she was a well with the power to actually do something. Even now, she felt it, curling inside of her, vibrant and visceral with anger, a wounded animal ready to strike. She pressed one hand to her stomach as if she could grip the power in her fist and drag it out of her.

She sat down heavily on the forest floor. As she did, something in her boot pressed to her shin. She dug into the top and pulled out Kier’s ring. She stared wordlessly at the silver in her palm, everything aching.

Not Kier’s ring, not at first. Lot’s ring. Lot, who had lied for her, who had died in the war the sovereigns started because she was not strong enough to tell the truth, to claim her Isle; Lot, who had died because she ruined everything.

“They’re all dead,” she said to the others, to Kier, to no one. “Do you know what that’s like? Everyone who ever cared for me is dead.”

“You’re not,” Ola said. “We’re not.”

“Not yet, but the odds aren’t promising,” Brit pointed out. Someone hit them; they swore in response.

Grey looked up at the sky far above. It was impossible to tell where they were. Her heart, broken and bruised, had retreated somewhere deep inside of her.

“Locke,” Eron said, crouching so his face was level with hers. He had such kind eyes; she’d always envied the soldiers who’d kept any kindness after so much bloodshed. “What are we going to do?”

Grey sighed. It wasn’t the sacrifice that was the hard part; it was the running head-first off the cliff that she and Kier had always been so very good at. Perhaps it was the surviving that was worse. She remembered his face on the night she’d given him all the power she had, the flash right before he used it; she remembered his gaze last night, which now felt so long ago, the way he’d gripped her as he said, You are everything I’ve ever wanted.

She slipped Lot’s ring onto her thumb, as it was too big for her other fingers. Grey stood up. She squared her shoulders, wincing at the ache even as she remembered Kier’s broken collarbone, the echo of the pain she would’ve felt through the tether.

“Well?” Brit said. “Are we marching into the sea?”

Grey was quiet for a long moment, turning over the rumors and her memories, examining each of them in turn. The truth was, she was one person, one sovereign without a nation, and she had gone so long without thinking about what that meant. She thought of Cleoc and that little obsidian moon, of Scaelas’s hand in hers when she was only a girl.

“I think we need to speak to my godfather,” she said. “Because there is an imposter claiming my title, and my commander has been taken captive, and we may still have allies yet.”

“Who is her godfather?” Brit asked.

“Contextually, I would assume it is Scaelas, you cretin,” Ola murmured back.

Grey ignored them, stretching out her hands, looking at the scars that marred them from fighting Scaelas’s wars. “I’ve given most of my life for him. The least he could give back is his protection.”

She started through the woods, not caring which way she was going—she would find her home; Locke was always there within reach when she went looking. “Kier has made a mistake trying to save me. And we’re going to find him and force him to his knees and make him fucking beg for forgiveness.”

“There she is,” Eron said quietly. “That’s our girl.”

“Going in the wrong direction, Locke,” Ola said, not unkindly.

It was hard to be the High Lady of Locke while traipsing through the mud without direction in borrowed boots, but Grey made the best of it. At the next village, they realized they were just over the Luthrite border, and though there were some close calls with patrolling forces, they made it safely into Scaela.

Getting into Grislar was another story.

“I’m Hand Captain Grey Flynn,” Grey hissed at one of the guards at the city’s gate. The town was in lockdown due to the presence of both Cleoc and Scaelas, the gates guarded, the towers peopled with soldiers. She could see the streets of the city, the encampment spread far below, the rolling hills that dropped off at the cliffs. “We need to speak with Commander Reggin.”

But the boy—he was a boy, dammit, probably barely older than Sela—said only, “I have instructions to only allow in those who have papers.”

Grey very nearly punched him. Ola slid neatly in front of her and said, “Do you know who you’re talking to? Captain Flynn led the retinue that saved Cleoc’s daughter.”

“Then she should have papers,” the boy said, exasperated.

Ola rose to her full height, still shorter than the guard, and pointed at Grey. “She is a war hero. In two nations.” An icy pause swelled between Ola and the guard. “And frankly, if I had my papers, I would shove them up your ass.”

“So close,” Brit murmured. “So good, until the last moment.”

“I have orders,” the boy said.

Frustration welled up inside of Grey, fierce and insistent and— If she was going to be this, be her, then the least she could do was get through a fucking gate. “I come with a message from the nation of Locke,” she snarled. “And I require an audience. It’s a life-or-death matter, and your commander needs to know about it immediately.”

The others looked at her with mixed expressions of pride (Ola) and consternation (Eron). She wondered how often she’d deferred to Kier, letting him lead as she worked quietly in the background.

The boy hesitated, an unknown emotion flickering on his face. “The best I can do,” he said finally, “is fetch my captain.”

“Then go fetch your captain,” Grey said through gritted teeth.

“Grey,” Brit said when the boy darted into the guard tower. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“There’s no taking it back now,” Grey said. And more than that: she let the power slip over her, the strength of her mother’s line running heavy in her veins; they were the only nation in which the founding family had remained in power, even after all this time, and she would not break that now. She had always been a Locke. She would always be a Locke. “It’ll be even more conspicuous when I raise a dead island if I don’t claim it now.”

It didn’t work quite as effectively as she’d hoped: they were taken to the boy’s captain, who agreed to bring her to the commander because Grey was both of rank and part of the Stratan girl’s retinue, though he only sighed when the guard said she had a message from Locke. He looked at her, then at the boy, and said, “For a dead nation, I’ve been hearing quite a lot of it lately.”

They were taken to the commander, who looked almost chipper. His expression dimmed significantly when he took them in, their clothing and the blood on it, and the conspicuous absence of Kier. “I was expecting Captain Seward,” he said, almost mournful. “I thought he’d considered my offer.”

“Captain Seward is indisposed,” Grey said through gritted teeth. Even speaking his name hurt.

He shuffled through papers on his desk. His Hand stood resolutely behind him. Grey couldn’t help her gaze flicking back to him, thinking with some grief of Mare Concord. How resigned they all were to being devoted and used.

But wasn’t she the same? Here she was running into more danger after Kier. The difference, she supposed, was that Kier hadn’t asked her to do it. In fact, he’d explicitly asked her not to do it. If he had his way, she’d be halfway to Lindan by now.

“Yes, well. Where did you go the other night? I haven’t received Captain Seward’s report.”

“Commander.”

Reggin looked at her, then narrowed his eyes. “What happened to your face, Fastria?”

Oh, what a tangled mess they’d gotten themselves into. They’d be lucky, Grey thought grimly, to be granted an audience, let alone get out of Grislar without visiting the prison first.

“Flynn,” Eron corrected.

“Sorry?” Reggin’s eyes flicked up, already impatient, like he didn’t have time for them.

Grey sat heavily in the chair in front of his desk. She felt Ola and Brit move to flank her, Eron behind her. One of them touched her very lightly on the back, where Reggin couldn’t see. She was grateful for this, that they stood by while she found the words. They let her lead in her own way. It was all or nothing—there was no backing down now.

“Captain Seward has been taken by a combination of Luthrite and Eprainish forces. I believe the two nations are allied, and they are convinced that Kier is Severin of Locke.”

She’d managed to stun the commander, who blinked at her owlishly. “And why would they think that? He’s a mage, yes, and a powerful one at that, but…”

Grey stretched her hands out on her knees, twisting the silver ring on her thumb. “They’re not exactly wrong. Kier is a powerful mage, but it’s only because I’m a powerful well.”

“But you’re not a well,” Reggin said. His own well’s hand tightened on his shoulder. “Flynn?” he said, looking at Eron.

Eron smiled grimly. “I’m sorry. I’m not Hand Captain Flynn—she is.”

Reggin blinked at them, confusion clouding his face, turning quickly to anger. They wouldn’t have his attention much longer before they were all punished for insubordination.

Grey pressed on. “The issue is, Kier is not Locke. I am. And I request an audience with Scaelas under the banner of my nation.”

“If you expect me to believe…” Reggin started, that anger brewing.

Grey, hours removed from breakbloom and restored to her full power, shook her head. “Believe me or don’t. If you refuse, I will go to Cleoc, who will believe me. And unless you want to be at war again, I suggest you listen.”

He regarded her distastefully for a long moment, long enough that Grey started to doubt the merit of this idea. “All I can do is ask. I cannot guarantee he will accept, Hand Captain Flynn.” He spat her name as if it was an insult.

For the first time since Kier was taken, Grey smiled, all teeth. “He will.”







You don’t have to marry her, you martyr. You could come home again, return to my side; we can continue like adventurers across the nation. If she’s as fearsome as you say, then surely that’s a better option.

Letter from Vearn Torrin to Isaak Masidic, 18 years AD



[image: Two stylized, metallic-looking hands with articulated fingers are positioned on either side of a detailed anatomical heart. The hands are adorned with decorative elements at the wrists. The heart is centrally located between the hands.]









twenty-two

[image: A detailed illustration of a human heart, showing the main body and several arteries branching out. The heart is depicted with intricate line work, highlighting its anatomical features such as veins and arteries.]



OLA INSISTED GREY WASH her face before the meeting with the High Lord, because it was not meet for the High Lady of a nation to present herself while crusted in old blood, so she washed her face. She also brushed and braided her hair, but there was nothing that could be done about the angry bruise around her eye, or her split lip. She dressed in clean clothes offered to her shyly by one of the younger guards, and let Ola fuss over her with salves as Brit and Eron watched. Ola undid all her work on the braid and arranged her hair so it fell over her shoulders (“It brings out the flecks of brown in your eyes, and besides, you look more like a lady and less like a soldier like that,” which was something Grey couldn’t argue with). At least it hid some of the bruising.

“You have to look impressive,” Ola said, pacing back and forth across the small office they were installed in.

“I just have to look like me,” Grey said. “Like… my mother’s daughter. My father’s.”

“And that will be easy?”

Grey thought of the way Scaelas kept peering at her the other night at dinner, and her belly clenched with the pain of an old familiar wound. “Yes,” she said.

She was acutely aware that every moment they spent doing this was another moment Kier was imprisoned, or worse. They were in one of the tower offices, reserved for high-ranking officials visiting Grislar, and she felt her gaze going to the sea more often than not, searching for a boat in the distant expanse of the bay.

To her surprise, when the door opened, it was not only Scaelas and his guard. Cleoc accompanied him, Sela on her arm.

Sela would speak the truth, and they would have to believe her. And though their beginning was rocky, Grey knew Sela would want to save Kier.

“Hand Captain Flynn,” Scaelas said as the combined guard filtered in, filing along the wall, the door shutting behind them. Cleoc moved easily to sit in an armchair by the fire, Sela standing at her side. Scaelas himself stayed in the middle of the room, dressed more simply today in a finely cut tunic with a waistcoat, breeches and boots. A single gem shone in his ear. On his left hand he wore the heavy gold ring of state. “I was told you have an urgent matter to discuss.”

Someone must’ve informed him about Grey and Eron’s switch, or maybe he just knew. When he looked, he looked at her.

“Where’s Kier?” Sela asked, glancing around.

Grey stood. She looked at the High Lord. Vearn Torrin was his name, before he was Scaelas, before he had a nation under him; according to Grey’s father, he hadn’t gone by Vearn since he was in the nursery.

She had a speech ready on her lips, rehearsed with the others when they were alone, but now that he stood in front of her, the words fled. She looked at him, seeing his red hair and beard, remembering his hand in hers when she was barely up to his knee.

“I didn’t want you to find me.”

Silence stretched over the room. Torrin staggered back as though she’d struck him. “I…”

She squeezed her hands into fists, nails biting into her palms. Her voice was tight in her throat, raw and painful. She felt the burr of her old accent, her true accent, slipping in, as it always did when she was upset, like she couldn’t hold the lilting Scaelan vowels on her tongue. “After. When the smoke was still in the air. They say you searched for nearly a year for any sign of survivors, but I didn’t want you looking for me. Severin told me not to, because there was no way we could be certain you’d keep me safe.”

His hand went to his chest, resting over his heart, as if she’d dealt him a fatal blow. He searched her face.

“I would have,” he said. “I would’ve done anything in my power.”

Grey held her ground. “You couldn’t guarantee it.”

“Alma,” he said finally, the pain flickering on his brow so quickly she nearly missed it. “You look so much like Alma. But you have Isaak’s eyes.”

Grey did not allow her gaze to soften.

Torrin took one step forward, then another. Hesitantly, waiting for permission, he reached out. Grey inclined her head. He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and gently moved her head so he could see the uninjured side of her face, then again, to study her bruise. She felt the rough fingers against her skin, his hands scarred with battle. He himself had been a soldier once, she knew—he’d fought in the wars, for the first decade; before his reign, he’d been in his father’s army, alongside Grey’s own father, before Isaak was married to Locke.

“Someone has harmed you,” he said quietly.

“Not for the first time,” Grey said.

He tilted her head back to face him straight-on. “I did look for you, at first,” he said. “And then the letter—” He drew a breath. “The letter. It was you, wasn’t it?”

No hesitation. “Yes.”

He glanced away, at the window behind her head. “Grey…” he murmured, looking at nothing. “Of course, it’s just another nickname.”

“Maryse would’ve been too obvious,” Grey said. “Gremaryse was impossible.”

“And Flynn?”

Grey pulled back. Torrin’s hand fell, fingers twitching. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I was fostered by a widow, on the coast.”

“You were here, in Scaela, the entire time?”

She looked at him, her High Lord, the only person alive who remotely resembled family. “I have served you as a well and sword for eight years now,” she said. “I have marched under your banner—and nearly died under it more than once.”

He stepped back. “And now you come to me as a nation. Not as my goddaughter, I presume.”

Grey nodded slowly, ignoring the muttering from the guards in the background. There was no sound from Cleoc, no change; Grey wondered if Sela had already told her, or more accurately, if she had heard Sela’s stories about their travels and guessed at the truth herself.

“I need your help,” Grey said.

In an upper room, they waited while Scaelas and Cleoc spoke to their necessary counselors. Grey, with no counsel of her own, kept an eye on the clock. Every second that passed could mean the end of Kier. She sat at a desk facing the window, writing two lists. The first was the names of those she trusted, those she knew she could rely on. Not all of them were physically close, which was an issue, but when she was back, and when she had Kier… The second list was her demands.

Behind her, Eron said, “Attis is accounted for.” He was skimming through the casualty reports from Mecketer, recently delivered at Grey’s request, searching for anyone else they knew who was missing or dead.

Grey swallowed hard, her pen pausing, remembering the spread of Mare’s blood. “Is she still at Mecketer?”

“I don’t know. We’ll need to ask.”

She had no loyalty to Klara Attis, but she could not imagine not being there if something happened to Kier. She would at least check in on the mage, at least tell her how her Hand had died.

Ola and Sela sat at a desk next to her, muttering over sketches. Grey did not have the mental capacity to understand what they were doing until Sela said, “Grey, stand up,” and withdrew a length of measuring tape from somewhere on her person. Grey blinked up at her, bewildered.

She’d been surprised that Cleoc had allowed Sela to retire here, to this upper room, where Brit and Ola and Eron restlessly followed Grey’s instructions as she tried to attempt to be the leader of a nation. But Sela had said, “Ma, they kept me alive for weeks,” so her mother had no choice, on the caveat that Sela brought a duo of guards to stand outside the door.

Grey regretted letting the girl join as Sela dragged her bodily out of her chair and pulled off her jacket. She announced measurements to Ola, who dutifully recorded them as Eron and Brit looked on. They all had work to be doing—Scaelas had provided Brit with a list of armory overages, with instructions for them to mark down what they could possibly use to outfit Locke; and before the casualty lists arrived, Eron was working out how many borrowed soldiers they would need to get Kier back, theorizing strategy with Grey when she was able to respond to him. Both were stationed by the window further down the room, where they could see the Bay of Locke clearly, watching for an enemy ship in case Luthar or Eprain moved early.

“What is all this?” Grey asked, allowing herself to be prodded.

“I’ve ordered you clothing,” Sela said. “A gift for your new position.”

“Thank you,” Grey said quickly, “but doesn’t that feel… trivial?” She did not bring up the fact that it felt trivial because Kier was gone and he could be killed at any moment, and her nerves felt gnawed to the quick, because Sela already knew all of that; she probably also saw the growing panic on Grey’s face the longer she was away from her task, her distractions.

Grey bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. Sela put her hands heavily on her shoulders to still her, like Grey was the child. “You must look the part,” she said.

“I don’t even know what the Lady of Locke is meant to look like,” Grey said.

“You’re the only one who does know,” Sela said, “but I can hazard a guess.” She removed her hands and wrapped the measuring tape back up. “I’ve had Scaelas provide a list of tailors—I’ll have at least half a wardrobe for you by daybreak. A shame we’re not in Isidar—that’s the capitol of Cleoc Strata, you know—”

“We do,” Ola muttered, “as we are not uncultured swine.”

“—because I could certainly have a full wardrobe made for you overnight there,” Sela finished, barely missing a beat. She looked at Grey, the flicker in her eyes making something odd and vulnerable twist in her gut. “Besides keeping me alive, you gave me time when you didn’t have to. I owe you for that.”

Grey took a shuddering breath. Maybe that was what it meant to be the High Lady of Locke. What it took. Time, when she didn’t need to, when it meant more to someone else than to her.

Kier, she thought, a little desperately. If only we get more of it. The tether ached within her, dormant and still, but at least she could feel its presence.

Time, and a bit of ruthlessness.

“Sela,” she said, reaching to grab the girl’s hand. “Promise me you won’t come with us. You’re welcome on Locke, but only when it’s safe.”

Sela shrugged. “I can only do what I’m told.”

A knock sounded on the door. They all jumped, too uneasy for this. Grey fussed, her hand instantly going to check her braids, but her hair was still down, and she only managed to hit herself on the bruised side of her face.

The others were looking at her. In a voice she hoped was chilly and regal, she said, “Come in.”

It was one of the High Lord’s house guard, one he’d brought with him from the capital. “You have been requested, your highness,” he said with perfect formality. Grey sucked in a breath, her hand gripping Sela’s for the barest second.

“Thank you,” she said. She looked back at the others. “Can I bring my guard?”

Ola raised an eyebrow.

“Of course,” the man said. “I will wait to escort you, if you would like to finish your business, your highness.”

Grey nodded, letting the door shut behind him, and released her breath. “I don’t mean it like—”

“No,” Ola said quickly, “but you should have a guard.” She looked at Eron and Brit, something passing between them. “And it makes sense, for now, as long as you’re okay with it, that it should be us.”

Grey looked down at her hands, chipped nails, scarred from battles long since past. Who was she to think she could be sovereign? Could have a guard?

She ached for Kier. Longed for him in a space beyond thought, beyond words. It caught her every time she had one of these thoughts, every time she found herself needing counsel, or just someone else to tell her that she was not utterly ruining her namesake.

“I’ll have you,” she said, “if you’ll have me.”

A hand gripped hers. She looked to find Ola there, sure as always, biting as always.

“We had you as our captain,” she said. “It would be an honor to have you as our lady.”

“Okay,” Grey said. She took a second, forced herself to remain calm. “Okay.”

With nothing left to discuss, they went out into the hall and followed the guard down the stone passageways and stairs. Grey walked with Sela, the others falling behind like shadows, in the same way Grey was taught to orbit Kier.

They arrived downstairs to a small, well-appointed meeting room dominated by a large table. It was one of the council chambers, Grey thought, based on the anteroom, which acted as a holding area for guests until they were admitted. Cleoc and Scaelas were already seated in the chamber beyond, a small retainer of guards blending into the shadows between each of them. The rest of their counselors had been dismissed—perhaps, Grey surmised, the other rulers were not quite ready to reveal Grey as Locke. She had seen herself in the mirror lately; she understood.

Sela nodded once to Grey and took the seat next to her mother. Though Grey was at rest and content to stand, Eron pulled out a chair to the other hand of Scaelas. He did something with his eyebrows, probably a reminder that she was now publicly the Lady of Locke, and she would have less trouble if she acted like it.

She sat and allowed him to adjust her chair, and did not look behind her as Eron, Ola and Brit faded like the other guards. It was a comfort to have them behind her, to hear their familiar breathing.

Cleoc regarded her with open curiosity. Here, unmasked, she was Locke uncontested. She folded her hands in front of her on the table, conscious of her lack of finishing; that she was battle-made and bruised and nothing like a High Lady should be.

In another world, she would’ve been raised to live up to her title. Once she was fully grown, it would’ve been announced that she was the heir instead of Severin; in the tradition of Locke, he would have then been able to leave the Isle, if he chose. Until that time, she would’ve been shaped by her parents into something hard as iron. She would’ve traveled, maybe—perhaps been trained for a year in Lindan, like Sela, or one of the other nations on the continent. Probably not, though, since Locke tended to keep to itself. But she would’ve been taught diplomacy and respectful negotiation and the means of survival in enemy courts. She would’ve learned the words to say, the expressions to make.

But Alma and Isaak were dead, and had been for sixteen years, long enough that Grey had learned very few lessons. She clung to the ones she had, the ones she remembered, squaring her shoulders and sitting ramrod straight like her mother always used to.

“You must know I believe you,” Scaelas said finally, breaking the silence. “I’m just not certain how to convince my council.”

“You’ve already taken a risk on an imposter,” Grey said. “At least this time you’d be correct.”

He inclined his head, allowing that.

She looked between Scaelas and Cleoc. “What did you decide, then?”

“Why do you need to recover Captain Seward?” Cleoc asked.

Grey searched for a way to explain her relationship with Kier. “He is my mage, your majesty.” She felt the tether inside of her, limp but there. She felt with an iron certainty that he was not dead. Harmed, maybe, but at least he was alive, and if he was alive, then she could still save him.

“Mages are replaceable,” Cleoc said, her finger dancing up and down the line of the pen in front of her. Grey did not know if Cleoc was a mage or well herself. Most of the sovereigns hid that information as if it was a weakness.

“It is non-negotiable. If you unite with me, you have me—and Locke, restored in full power—as your ally. Surely that is enough to entice you, even if you don’t believe me fully. I will keep my word.”

“You’re asking both of us to engage in open warfare with Luthar and potentially Eprain, if you are correct about their recent alliance,” Scaelas said, not meeting her eye. “Along with any outside allies they may have.”

“You’re already at war with both Luthar and Eprain.”

“I am not at war with Luthar,” Cleoc said. “And tensions with Eprain are easing. Why would I endanger my nation, again, for your mage?”

Grey turned toward her. Cleoc wanted a confession, she could tell—she wanted to see Grey’s weakness. She felt that simmering anger inside herself. She didn’t want to proclaim her love for Kier to them, because it was hers and she was not willing for it to be a bargaining chip. She wanted to hold that love deep and protected in her chest, keep it where no one could see it or hear it or feel it, and protect Kier in the same way.

“He is my mage,” she said again. “I know the old meaning of that does not persist on the mainland, but I am Locke, and it matters to me.”

Scaelas’s eyes snapped to hers. Before he could say anything, Cleoc said, “You cannot be both Hand and High Lady, loyal to your mage and your nation. There must be a choice there. It is easier to make it now.”

Grey stood, her feet moving before she had even fully made the decision to do so. “If you refuse to do this, allow me to make things easier: I will not negotiate and there is no need for me to prove myself. Either you lend your forces and assist in the rescue of Captain Seward, or you do not. Either you unite with the nation of Locke and reap the benefits, or you do not. I cannot make that choice for you, but I will not stand here and listen to such distrust and doubt.”

“Hold on, Locke,” Torrin said wearily. “That’s not… that’s not what we mean. We have our nations to think about.”

“And I have mine,” Grey said.

“Then help us to help you,” Cleoc said. “Give us a reason.”

She did not sit. Torrin looked at her, a strange expression on his face, until he said finally, “Cleoc, if you will permit, I’d like to dismiss my guard and yours. Everyone in this room apart from the three of us.”

“Grey…” Ola started immediately.

“We have more to lose if she deigns to murder us in your absence,” he said, devoid of humor. He turned his attention back to Cleoc, quirking a brow. After a pause, a weighted moment, Cleoc inclined her head and waved a hand. Her guard shifted, looking uneasy, but they filed out with the Scaelans and Grey’s own retinue. When Sela did not move, Torrin looked at Cleoc. “Your daughter?”

“I am—”

“Go, love,” Cleoc said, squeezing her hand. Frowning, lodging a lingering glance at Grey, Sela went out after Ola.

Grey sat back down. The three of them were silent for a long moment, all eying one another, until Scaelas spoke.

“You and your mage are very powerful.”

Grey looked at him coolly. “I am Locke,” she said. “You did not have to dismiss our guards to tell me this.”

“That was what I thought, until today.” Scaelas spoke slowly. “But another idea has occurred to me: that you are bound. I hope I am wrong, because surely, as Locke, you know the risks.”

Grey went very still. If Torrin was going to punish her for binding, scold her like a child, she was prepared to remind him that it would be overstepping on his part. She was no longer a Scaelan soldier, no longer within his control. There were no restrictions on binding on Locke itself.

“I don’t see why it matters.”

Torrin winced. “So you do not deny it?”

“No,” she said, without hesitation. “I am bound to Captain Seward.” It was a relief to speak the words so openly, to claim them. To claim Kier.

“Maryse,” Torrin said, his eyes slipping shut. “You didn’t.”

“Can she not bind? She is Locke,” Cleoc said, looking between them.

“Don’t speak to me as if I’m your child,” Grey said, her tone colder than she intended, but still not cold enough to encompass her emotions.

Torrin rubbed the bridge of his nose. “We have a conundrum,” he said, meeting Cleoc’s gaze in a way that Grey did not like. “Whoever controls Locke controls power. Of course, when we thought Seward was just a mage, it did not matter if he was being sacrificed to resurrect the Isle. If they had him try to call it back from the sea, it would be unsuccessful.”

Grey winced. It did matter, but not for the reasons Torrin meant. “It will be unsuccessful,” she said. “Kier is not a Locke. He doesn’t have the blood.”

“Ah, but that is where you are wrong,” Torrin said. Grey looked with alarm at Cleoc, but she looked just as confused as Grey herself felt, her lips pressed into a thin, grim line. “When you bind to a mage, as a Locke, they take your power as their own. He is the blood of your blood now; you and he are one in a complete exchange of power. That is the way of the Isle, Maryse. Binding is a sacred act, a union even stronger than marriage.”

True names are for Hands and husbands.

Grey’s heart thundered too loud in her ears. What else did she not know about her own nation’s rites? “So Kier…”

Torrin nodded. “Kier is now a Locke himself, and has just as much claim to the Isle as you do. He doesn’t need you. If he discovered the means to bring back the Isle, call it forth, Locke would rise to his command—granting Eprain and Luthar the Isle restored, and all power therein.”







Over the years, I have managed to learn something about our opponents. Nestria fight because they have to, but they would rather return to their ballrooms and parties. Cleoc Strata is just as vicious as its lady is rumored to be. Luthar is cunning, twisting our strategies into dust. And Eprain would rather poison you before battle than meet you on the field. Yet we are caught in the middle of them, forced to fight them all.

Journal of Hand Master Mare Concord, 7 years PD
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SCAELAS AND CLEOC, WORKING together after realizing the ruinous possibilities of the situation they found themselves in, decided the best course of action was to blast the entire business wide open. Grey helped as much as she could as they wrote to the sovereigns of the other three nations, urging them to come together to discuss the unfolding situation surrounding Locke. The letters to Luthar and Eprain were, as Grey surmised, diplomatically threatening.

After the missives were sent, Scaelas himself walked Grey to a room in the imperial wing of his fortress. Night had already fallen. She felt the ache of the day on her, the lack of sleep from the night before catching up. Ola, Brit and Eron were already sleeping in rooms near hers; Scaelas left his own guard to watch them overnight.

In the hall, Grey hesitated. She didn’t know when she would next have the High Lord alone—she figured it was a rare occurrence.

“Why did you send that letter?” Torrin asked. “Claiming Severin survived.”

There was no reason to keep it from him, not anymore. “I was afraid,” she said. “I was only a girl. The soldiers you sent to look were not kind or gentle. I didn’t want you to find me.”

“Ah,” Torrin said, so quiet she barely heard.

“What do you know about the Isle’s death?” Grey asked, since he had opened up the door to questions.

To her surprise, he answered immediately. “Your father,” he said. “He told me about the Isle’s failsafe. He wasn’t even supposed to know—it is the way of the Isle’s sovereigns to keep their own secrets, even in marriage. But your mother loved your father—probably in spite of her upbringing.”

Grey pretended to be very interested in the stitches of the tapestry hanging on the wall near her rooms, running her fingers over the edge of the fabric. “I know she did,” she said. “And he loved her too.”

“More than life itself,” Torrin agreed. “I never understood it—don’t get me wrong, Maryse. I, too, adored your mother, when I got to know her, but I did it with a heavy measure of fear. She was a striking woman. She had this look, and when she turned it on you—well. One would wish they were dead rather than being on the receiving end of that look.”

“I remember,” Grey said; she herself had been on the receiving end of that look more than once. “But he made her smile. She was always laughing, in private, when they were together.”

“Some would call that a weakness.”

Grey shrugged; she wouldn’t. “But the failsafe,” she said. She could not stand here talking about the love her parents once had for one another, remembering all the ways that love had led to their deaths.

“Yes,” Torrin said. He nodded to her room. They stepped inside, and he locked the door behind them. He went to the fire, burning with light violet flame, a static working from some unknown mage, and leaned against the mantel, staring into the flames. “We were drinking together, late into the night, one evening when he came to visit—we did that more than I should admit, when we were reunited—and your mother had already retired for the night. Severin was just a boy; I don’t remember if you were even born then.

“It’s a protection from the Isle’s gods. The risk of power is that it is coveted. It was understood that someday, others might turn on the Isle and all it stood for, so when each child in the direct line came of age, they were told the truth. If the Isle was ever set upon, if all hope was lost, there was a choice: the line could continue if all others died to save one. If they gave their lives, both their power and their magic, the one with the best chance of saving the line would survive.”

Grey stumbled back, her back hitting the poster of the bed. She had suspected as much, but she thought it had only been Severin who had given his life.

“All of them,” she said.

“Everyone on the Isle,” Torrin said quietly, “died so you could live.”

She crossed her arms over her stomach as if there was any way possible to hold herself together.

“Do you wish it was him? After all this time, do you wish it was Severin who had lived?”

Torrin looked at her aghast. “Gods, Maryse,” he said. “How could you even ask me that?”

She didn’t know. She couldn’t speak. Some days, she herself wished it had been Severin who had lived instead.

Torrin crossed the room, taking her hand in his. He was tall, taller than her father had been, and broader in the shoulder, but there was something about him and his bearing that made her thoughts turn to Isaak the second she looked at him.

“I will do everything in my power,” he said, “to make it up to you.”

“Do you know,” Grey asked, leaning forward despite herself, “how to bring it back? How to resurrect the Isle?”

He sighed, his eyes flickering shut. He stepped back. “I don’t,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

Grey nodded, trying to ignore the acid in her stomach. He wouldn’t have known, she’d suspected, but that hadn’t stopped her from hoping someone else held the answers for once.

“I should have forgotten that letter. I should’ve kept looking,” Torrin said.

Grey looked up at him. She had spent years of her life wishing she’d heard those words, but now that she did, they were empty. “You should’ve,” she agreed. Except if he had, she never would’ve stayed with Kier. She looked away, swallowing down the lump that threatened her. “You will tell me the minute you hear back?”

“Yes,” he said. “And I will trust Cleoc for your benefit, though it makes me uneasy. We will do everything in our power to find him.”

Grey nodded. They had no other choice.

He took leave of her and she shut the door behind him. Though she was exhausted, she forced herself to bathe, to wash away the remaining grime and to apply more salves and ointments on her cuts and bruises. The one on her stomach was particularly nasty; her face looked worse than it felt. Once she was clean, she braided her hair and pulled on a nightdress someone had left for her, and let herself slip away to sleep.

That night, when she dreamed of the death of Locke, it was Kier’s hands that held hers as the power rushed between them. Kier’s bruises on her skin. Kier’s body destroyed when the world exploded.

It was still dark when she woke to someone shaking her. She blinked up wearily to find Brit’s form over her. They were already dressed, a magelight glowing blue between their fingers.

“Wake up. There’s news.”

She hurried to dress, leaving her hair in its braid. Outside her door, Ola waited—“Letting Eron sleep, though he might kill us for it,” she said through a grimace—and the three of them followed two of Scaelas’s guards to a bigger council chamber than the one from the day before. There, Cleoc and Scaelas waited with their commanders and a number of other high-ranking officials. Grey wished, too late, that she had rebraided her hair.

“We’ve had news?” she said, accepting the bitter, dark coffee someone offered her. She glanced at a clock on the wall. It was just past four in the morning.

“Epras and Luthos have agreed to meet,” Cleoc said. “You are right. They have allied.”

“And Nestria?”

“They remain silent, thus far.”

Grey nodded. She felt the eyes of the other knights on her; she could basically taste the confusion coming from Commander Reggin and his Hand. A few eyes widened when one of Cleoc’s guards pulled out a chair and Grey slipped into it, as if they were expecting Ola or Brit to claim the seat. Perhaps, Grey thought darkly, it was because both looked older, and had brushed their hair, and did not have a bruise covering half of their faces.

“We are to meet Eprain, Luthar and an ambassador from the continent in two hours’ time,” Scaelas said. “We have patrols on the sea, in case they attempt to do anything beforehand, and we have petitioned for the release of Captain Seward.”

Grey blanched. They often petitioned for the release of soldiers taken prisoner outside of the allowable context: more often than not, they were returned dead. And if Kier was killed for naught—if Kier was killed at all… she would raze the entire island. She would swallow it all with the sea in the depths of her grief.

“If I may, my lord?” Commander Reggin started. Scaelas inclined his head. “Your highness,” Reggin said, turning to Grey. He said the title like it burned his tongue, but he continued all the same. “We have arranged two companies from Scaela and have accepted two more from Cleoc Strata. These soldiers will accompany the High Lord and Cleoc as they negotiate the release of Captain Seward.”

Grey glanced over at Torrin. “And I…?”

“You will remain behind our forces, in the fortress and safe,” Torrin said firmly.

Grey scoffed. “I have been in your forces for nearly a decade, and I have not died yet.”

“You will not risk yourself,” Torrin said, acting again like her father. If he was trying to make up for sixteen years of lost time, this was not the way to do it.

Grey felt Ola’s hand heavy on her shoulder. Fingers dug into her flesh.

“Absolutely not,” she said. “If you are meeting, I need to be there. If you are discussing my future, I need to hear it.”

“She has a point, Scaelas,” Cleoc said mildly.

“I will not reveal you as Locke,” Torrin said firmly. “Not when they would accept Seward’s death and leave you safe.”

Grey could not allow herself to think about the possibility. “Then don’t,” she said. “Take me as your own guard. I will stand behind you and listen, but I will be there.”

“I cannot allow—”

“That is an acceptable compromise,” Cleoc said, sitting back in her chair, her gaze on Torrin cooling by the minute. “And if he refuses to armor you, Locke, you may act as one of my guards.”

Torrin looked between the two of them, clearly furious, trying his best to tamp it down. It took all of Grey’s focus not to smile sweetly at him.

“Then it is settled,” he said, shrugging. “You will come, but not alone. Select one of your guard to accompany you.” He nodded to Reggin, signaling for him to resume his explanation of troop movements on the map.

“It is settled,” Grey agreed.

An hour later, Grey and Eron were lined up with the rest of Scaelas’s guard, marching off to the meeting. Brit and Ola had protested, each volunteering in turn to accompany her, but if one of them perished, she could not imagine being responsible for splitting the pairing. For his part, Eron understood, reaching to squeeze her hand after the other two had stomped off to sulk.

With Grey’s hair up and braided around her head, and dressed in Scaelan armor, she looked like any other guard. She felt the comfort of armor settling over her, the weight of it as familiar to her as the feeling of her own power.

Despite her anxiety, she had to appreciate the beauty of the coast as they rode to the meeting point. This close to Luthar, there were no beaches; the rolling hills went all the way to the cliffs, which fell away into the sea below. When she and Kier were children, Lot would take them to similar cliffs, and they’d take turns jumping into the waiting arms of the ocean below. When Imarta found out, she boxed all of their ears for making her panic, but she did not tell the boys’ mothers.

“Gremaryse.”

She was brought out of her thoughts by Scaelas’s voice, and looked up to realize he had fallen back, riding next to her. He, too, wore armor, but no helm. His own crest was embroidered in gold.

“Have you come to scold me more?” Grey asked. Eron, glancing over, slowed to give them privacy.

Torrin looked at her, frowning. “I will not pretend,” he said. “If I had my way, you would be locked in a tower until we figured out the safest way to do this.”

“You could try to keep me locked up, but you would fail.”

“You know,” he said, “your father would not remain in a locked tower, either.”

Grey chewed her lip. She wasn’t sure how he could bear it, talking about them like this, without the grief swallowing him whole.

“When he died,” Torrin said, “I did not think I would make it. That first day, when the smoke hung heavy, I was certain— Well. We had not tethered in almost two decades, not since he was married and bound to your mother. But somehow, still, I knew.”

Grey forced through the panic rising in her chest. “Are you telling me this because you think Kier is as good as dead?”

“I’m telling you this because I care about you.”

“You barely know me.”

He looked at her evenly. “Does it matter?” he asked. “Maybe that is true, or maybe I know you better than you could ever imagine, because you are their daughter, and you are just as fearsome as they could ever hope you to be.”

She couldn’t go into this thinking of her parents and all the ways they never knew her. A beat of silence passed between them. Grey looked up ahead, catching sight of Cleoc, riding straight and tall among her guard. She wondered if she herself would ever emulate that instead of battle-worn stubbornness.

Finally, Torrin sighed. “Do you promise to run at the first sign of trouble?”

“Absolutely not,” Grey said. “Not without Kier.”

“I worried you would say that.” Torrin glanced at her sidelong. “You’re going to try to save him, aren’t you?”

Grey looked at him evenly. “I will do anything in my power to save him,” she said. “I’m sorry, Torrin. I know it makes me sound young, or impulsive—I can’t say I make a level ally. But if I had to choose between Kier and this whole sodding nation, I would always choose Kier.”

Torrin frowned. “Well then,” he said. “Whatever you do, I ask that you do it sensibly. I have already lost so many to this war, Maryse. And I ask that whatever you do, you don’t do it alone.”

“You won’t try to stop me? If I try to save him? If I do something foolish?”

He snorted. “If you’re anything like your mother, I don’t see the point in trying.” He glanced up the column. “Just do me a favor and don’t tell Cleoc. It would be best if she only thinks you are a bad ally, and we leave me out of it.”

“I can do that,” Grey agreed.

They rode in silence for a few minutes longer, Grey’s thoughts swimming with possibilities, with plans. As they crested the last rise, Torrin turned back to her. “You matter more than your power, Maryse. I beg you to keep that in mind.”

Grey nodded, and did not say that she did not matter more than Kier. As they came over the hill, she could see the grassy area set up for the meeting. A murmur went through the guard as they spotted what lay beyond: Luthar and Eprain had brought nearly double the army of Cleoc and Scaelas.

“My lord,” one of the commander’s squires said, riding close to Scaelas. “Shall we call for reinforcements?”

Torrin stood in his stirrups, surveying the mass of Eprainish and Luthrite forces. He swore profusely—then sighed. “No,” he said. “At the first sign of skirmish, call for a retreat. I will not let this dissolve into yet another pointless battle.” He glanced over at Grey, lips pressed together, and nodded.

The party of Scaelas, Cleoc, and their assorted guard split off from the soldiers and rode toward a small grouping in the middle of the field. Scaelas rode ahead, catching up with his guard, and Eron fell back in with Grey. It was a peaceful meeting—for now. At the first sign of harm, of attack by steel or magic, the guard was trained to surround the High Lord and get him to safety.

Grey surveyed the knot of people, her heart in her throat. There were about a dozen, all mounted—except for one. He stood between two riders—Grey thought it must be Epras and Luthos, unhelmed like Scaelas and Cleoc—dressed in all black. As they rode closer, she drank in the sight of him, the familiar bearing of his body, the wind rippling through his hair. One of his arms was in a sling, probably due to his broken collarbone, so at least he’d seen a healer. Next to her, Eron sighed in relief.

Kier.

She reached for the tether, struggling for any thread of him. She felt nothing, so he was still drugged. If they didn’t have breakbloom on his person—and drugs were forbidden within the shield of a diplomatic meeting, so he must have been dosed beforehand—it would be at least twenty minutes, maybe more, before she’d be able to tether.

“He’s alive,” she said, her throat tight.

“Of course he is,” Eron said, as if he had never doubted at all. He glanced over, offering her a crooked half-smile.

It took all of Grey’s will to fall into line a few paces behind Scaelas with the rest of his guard; all she wanted was to race ahead, grab Kier and run from this place. He wore no armor, unlike Epras and Luthos, and carried no weapons.

He glanced up as Scaelas and Cleoc approached, something flickering on his face—and then he looked at the line behind the sovereigns, and his eyes lit on Grey.

She reached out, but she could not tether. Kier took a half-step forward before he remembered himself. Imperceptibly, he shook his head, grimacing.

“Luthos,” Cleoc said, nodding to the shorter of the two men. He had hair black as pitch and slouched in his saddle. “Epras.” Epras sat straighter, his horse dancing under him. “Locke.” She did not reveal a thing as she greeted Kier. “You could have saved us a lot of trouble if we had spoken of this the other night, on different terms.”

It was a scolding, Grey knew, that was meant for her.

Kier shrugged with his good shoulder.

“It has been too long since we met like this,” Cleoc continued. “Since we spoke sensibly and peacefully.”

“I have no interest in your speeches,” Luthos said shortly.

“Then present your terms,” Torrin said, “and we can move on.”

Luthos and Epras exchanged a glance, and Grey was not sure what to read in it. She glanced at Kier again, but he was staring at the ground at her feet, his face unchanged. She reached for him with a tether, as if she could push all effects of the drug away with the force of her mind alone. She kept her hand resting lightly on the pommel of her sword, not quite able to calm her racing heart.

“We have found and recovered Severin, the lost heir to Locke,” Epras said. “As such, the High Lord shall restore his Isle, take a consort from my court and continue the line of Locke in the name of Epras.”

Torrin looked at Luthos—who was much younger than the other sovereign, Grey remembered, only a few years into his reign. “And you agreed to this?” he asked, incredulous. “You allied with Epras, and yet will allow him to seize control of power?”

“Epras is capable of seeing reason,” Luthos said flatly. “Unlike others.”

“All those years, and the heir was right under your nose,” Epras said, his tone dripping with contempt. “All those years, and the power could’ve been yours.”

“It was never the power I wanted,” Torrin said.

“Gentlemen,” Cleoc cut in. She turned her gaze to Epras. “It is not your role to rule Locke. He may be your prisoner now, but what happens if he kills your bride? Controlling power is not so easy.”

“Not if he’s bound to his bride,” Epras said, “as is the Isle’s custom.”

Cleoc sighed. Grey tried again for a tether, forcing through the fog of the breakbloom that clouded Kier’s system. Nothing.

“It looks like you have made up your mind, then,” Cleoc said. “Locke shall be restored, and Epras shall rule. But I will raze your Isle. I will kill your bride. I will destroy everything you create, Epras.”

Cleoc had never reminded Grey so much of her own mother. Not for the first time, she wondered if this was what the throne did to women like them.

“Then I will remove your power,” Epras said.

Cleoc raised an eyebrow. “How do you intend to do that?”

“Because,” Epras said, leaning forward, his smile poisonous, “I shall control Locke.”

“I believe we’re getting off topic,” Kier said quietly. “My lord, my lady, I have agreed to marry Epras’s choice and name her my consort. I have agreed to restore the Isle. But I will do it only on the understanding that the fighting will cease and the united council will re-form.” He looked utterly resigned to his fate. “There is no reason for the death to continue.”

“And you will restore power equally?” Scaelas asked.

A pause. “I will equip Epras and Luthos with a renewal of power,” Kier said, “since they have rescued me and restored me.”

Cleoc and Scaelas exchanged a glance. Grey drew a breath—so this was what they wanted. It was in Locke’s power to distribute wells unevenly; because Grey’s father had been Scaelan and their alliance was strongest, Scaela was the most power-rich nation when the Isle fell.

But now? Now it was all going to crumble. And Kier had agreed to it because he did not think he had the power for his promises to be fulfilled.

“We will not assent to that,” Cleoc said. As if sensing her unease, her horse danced under her. “All power should be restored equally—you cannot convince us of this farce. Locke is your prisoner, not your ally.”

Epras smiled thinly. “Semantics.” He nodded back to his soldiers. “And it matters not—we have brought the festivities here. Our chosen bride waits, and we have agreed to this meeting so you can witness the marriage—and our alliance.”

Grey’s heart dropped. Kier was still not looking at her, but it hardly mattered. She reached. She prodded. She pushed.

The thinnest thread of her power caught, and it held.

She pushed as much emotion his way as she could: love and apology and fury and relief, as much as she could muster. She was so busy pushing that it took her a moment to realize that the only feeling Kier was sending back was cold, hopeless dread.

“Eron,” Grey murmured. “Something is wrong.”

“Besides everything?” he whispered back.

Grey focused on the tether, tuning out the meeting, which had devolved into bickering about land parcels and borders if an alliance was formed. She focused only on Kier, and the dread he was sending through the tether, and tried to answer with her own comfort.

She would not let him marry into Epras. She would not let him take this burden on—he could not even know, now, that he was truly a player in this game.

“If I do something reckless,” Grey asked, “will you cover me?”

Eron sighed. “Yes,” he said.

Grey turned back to the tether. She focused on Commander Reggin, imagining the firm lines of his face, trying to send the image to Kier. Kier frowned, glanced up. He looked at Grey, then at Reggin. Grey nodded, ever so slightly.

A pause. A beat. She felt the moment he started pulling from her—not enough to do any true harm, but enough to cause notice. Behind Scaelas, Commander Reggin straightened—then slumped in his saddle, sliding around. Not dead, but unconscious.

Scaelas turned, aghast. “Did you just kill my commander?”

Grey was already moving. “To Scaelas!” Eron cried, summoning the guard to close in around the High Lord, to protect him. “They have attacked!”

“To Scaelas!” someone called back. The sound of metal on metal rang through the air as the field dissolved into chaos.

Grey took advantage of the confusion. Already, the guard folded around them, Reggin’s Hand recovering his unconscious body. The guard raced away, bearing Cleoc and Scaelas off, as Luthos and Epras’s guards scrambled to fold around their own sovereigns—leaving Grey an opening.

She tethered, pushing power at Kier. A scream as two of Luthos’s guard fell with no apparent reason; Grey felt the slice of the deaths as Kier pulled from her. Behind her, she heard Scaelas calling for his forces to retreat. “Go, Eron,” she urged—she would not risk him, too. He spared her only a glance before he shook his head. “I’m commanding you to trust me,” she begged. “Run.”

He hesitated, looking at her for a half-moment more before he turned, following her order.

“Get Locke!” someone shouted. Grey nearly looked over her shoulder—but they were screaming about Kier.

Kier ducked out of the way of a Luthrite guard trying to grab him—she pushed another swell of power at him and felt the answering tug. And then she was over him, so close—she reached out her free hand and he grasped it, his foot finding the stirrup as he launched behind her onto the horse’s back.

His arm wrapped around her, half hug, half for balance, and she felt his agony through the tether.

“What the fuck are you doing?” he snarled into her neck even as he pressed a kiss to the leather of her pauldron, as close as he could get to her skin.

“Saving your ass, as usual,” Grey said. He straightened and pulled from her, more easily now that they were in contact. She stripped power from the wells around her, trying her best to focus only on enemy forces—which was not difficult, as Luthos and Epras now directed their companies only at her. She turned the horse and rode back toward the sea, the cliff; back toward Scaela’s retreating army.

“I love you,” Kier said against her skin, even as he ripped another rope of power from her middle. She hissed at the sensation—they could not keep going this recklessly.

“Save your declarations for when we’re off the battlefield,” she said, wincing as he directed his power at another mage.

She focused on those wells, even though her head ached, and tore the power from the root. She tasted blood in the back of her throat as Kier cut them down.

“Grey,” Kier said, his voice bleak. “Look.”

She did. From the top of the ridge, she saw Luthar and Eprain’s full companies spreading out, forming an arc to cover every escape route—coming straight for them. She glanced on either side, but they were walled in, and faced with the cliffs behind them. The riders were bearing down on them, and fast.

“Do you have enough?” he questioned, testing the tether.

“No,” she said. She swallowed hard—even if she pulled from the other wells on the field, it wouldn’t work. She was too tired, too depleted. If he tried to kill the riders who bore down on them, he might take her out, too.

She looked at him. “Do you trust me?”

He grinned, the sight like a hot metal brand on her heart. “Indubitably.”

She glanced at the cliff. “It’s time for us to get out of here.”

Kier dismounted, swinging Grey off with one arm as she dropped down, too. Like children, he gripped her hand as she turned to face the cliffs. She pulled off her helm, casting it aside. It wasn’t high enough to kill them—only high enough to hurt.

Gremaryse, Grey thought to her patron namesake as they broke into a jog. If you ever thought to claim me, now is the time to do it.

Together they picked up speed, racing to the edge of the cliff. When the empty air came, Grey was ready for it.

They fell and fell, the air pushed from her lungs as they hit the surface of the water. The sea was merciless and terrible. As she dropped, falling through the dark, she clawed for any idea, any instinct of what she was meant to do—but she only felt her own cloudy terror. And now, still miles from the place where Locke once was, she felt the dark sea coming to claim her.

She reached for the surface, but she could not find it. She fought out of her armor, weighing her down, drowning her. She couldn’t find Kier, either; she could only feel his pain and panic echoing in the tether like an animal cry. She opened her mouth, and the water swelled inside of her. She gasped, choking, and then she wasn’t swimming at all.

Forget about us, someone called in the back of her mind.

She opened her eyes, the salt water burning, and tried to claw for air. “I remember!” she shouted into the sea, where no one could hear her, where no one would watch the High Lady of Locke as she died. “I will never forget.”

I gave everything for you. She heard Severin’s voice, curling in the back of her brain. I gave everything. And what would you give, to bring it back?

Grey squeezed her eyes shut against the raging sea. Take it, she thought desperately, salt water invading her lungs. Whatever you want. Whatever you need. Take it all.

A hand grasped hers and tugged just as the sea started to roil.







And Retarik laid her hand upon Kitalma’s breast. Between them, the power glowed with divine golden heat. The Isle shook as Kitalma spake, “You are mine and I am yours, and let us never again be whole.”

Folklore recovered from the Isle of Locke, date unknown, author unknown
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WHEN GREY WOKE, HER first thought was that her cantankerous grandmother who was once Locke had been right: there was something after death. Above her, she could not see the sky: on all sides there was only white swirling mist, and rock under her body.

She sat up.

There was solid ground beneath her. She was dripping wet, icy cold from the sea, but she was no longer in the sea. She was on a rocky cliff. Ahead of her there was only mist, but when she edged forward and looked down, she could see the black rock face, and more mist below. It had long been called the Obsidian Isle, and she felt the name curling around her now as she took in the inky darkness of the cliffs.

She sat back. To one side, through the gloom, she could just make out the solid stone walls of the fortress. Behind her, when she turned, the fog was ceding, slipping away from the skinny trees of the Ghostwood.

She stood. The cliffs of Locke were solid under her feet.

She turned in a slow circle, searching for—something. Unlike her, the ground was dry, as if the Isle had never been submerged at all.

There, at the edge of the wood, she spotted a shape. A body, face-down on the scrubby ground. She took two steps, three, and then she was running.

Protect me, Grey begged—she was not magic, nothing more than a mostly spent well of power, but she felt the island cave to her requests. She felt the tremulous safety of it.

And she could not think; she could barely breathe. Dripping salt water and mud, she sprinted across the space between her and the wood and launched herself at that broken form, clad in black.

She threw herself to her knees in the dirt beside him, her hands going to his shoulders. She cursed herself, searching for the tether inside of her, but everything felt different here. She grabbed him by the shoulders and heaved, rolling him over.

Everything stopped. Went still as stone.

It was awful—because it was Kier, and for the first time in her life, he was unfamiliar to her. His skin was marred with purple splotches of bruises and part of his ear was missing and his eye was black and his arm had come loose from its sling so the broken edge of his collarbone pushed at his skin at an awkward, impossible angle.

How could he survive that? How could anyone survive that?

He did not move. He did not breathe. Her heart sank inside her like a stone when she realized that he hadn’t survived it.

That was the unfamiliarity. The uncanniness. His face was lifeless, all spark of what made Kier Kier gone, lost to the sea and the cliffs and the air. Grey reached within herself for a tether that had snapped, torn from the root.

“Kier,” she pleaded, gripping his chin. She rolled him back to his side, not caring about his injuries, and pounded on his back. “Kiernan. Kier, please.”

Nothing. She pressed a finger to the space under his jaw. There was not even the trace of a pulse. The tether inside of her was gone, leaving only raw, aching emptiness behind. It had been years since she’d gone to reach for it and felt nothing at all, not even the suggestion of his existence. She hadn’t felt this empty since before they were bound.

“Don’t fucking do this,” she snarled, rolling him onto his back, pressing his chest in a measured pattern, as if she could force his heart back to beating. “I won’t love you if you do this,” she said, her throat thick with tears, forcing the lie through her lips. “You can’t make me love you if you’re just going to…” Her pattern faltered, and she pushed harder, feeling the ribs cracking under her hands. “Come back to me, Kier.”

Nothing.

Grey couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t keep breaking him, couldn’t keep doing this. Kier was dead, and there was nothing she could do to bring him back. She ran her hands up his soaked shirt, over the curve of his jaw, cradling his face. His skin was cold to the touch, clammy with seawater. Her hand trembled as she reached forward, running her fingertips over the curve of his lips, thumb skimming the cut of his scar.

All of it familiar—all of it devastating in its stillness.

She was the High Lady of Locke. The sovereign of the Isle, restored. The center and master of every bit of power that Idistra had to offer.

And yet there was not a single thing she could do with it, not on her own. She could not force his heart to beat again; she could not open him up and use the threads of her power to pull him back together. Not if the life had already left him; not if there was nothing of him left to reach for.

For the first time in her life, sitting in front of Kier’s body, Grey found that she was utterly powerless.

“You can’t ask me to do this,” she said, her voice breaking. “I can’t do this without you.”

You can do anything you want to, with or without me, Kier would probably say. And she remembered the sound of his voice in the inn: I always knew you were a survivor.

Not this, Kier. She couldn’t survive this. “Please,” she begged, one last fruitless attempt to call him back from death.

But there was no response. Of course there wasn’t—there would never be a response again. His voice would live on only in her memory.

She felt all previous versions of herself splitting apart and converging again, all the decisions they had made: she was a girl of eight, taking his hand and pushing him her power; she was following him and Lot to a village with a letter in her hand; she was a teenager, pressing her fingers to her lips at night, trapping the feeling of the first time he had kissed her on a dare; she was fifteen, watching the determination form in his face as he made up his mind to save her; she was eighteen and his arms were around her, his tears hot against her neck; she was a dying light, a horrified shell of herself, and she was binding to him and changing him forever.

Every decision. Every sacrifice. All of it led to here, to now, to her on the edge of death and the edge of twenty-five, holding his body against her like that would bring him back.

In some world, some reality, there had to be a version of him that lived. A version of her that didn’t make him die for her.

She wanted to take it all back, to claw back every year and every decision that had made them this version: the girl who lived turning into the woman who lived, who lured every person she loved into death by sacrifice.

She fell, her head landing heavy on his chest, and she wept over his body until the darkness claimed her.
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I LOVE YOU, AND I’M SORRY.

Last words of Captain Kiernan Seward, recorded at Mecketer, 16 years PD
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GREY DID NOT REMEMBER waking, but her eyes were open, and she was no longer on Kier’s body. She jolted up, searching for him, but he was not there. She was in the Ghostwood now, surrounded by the skinny trees, just off the path. She knew where she was immediately—if she turned and walked in the other direction, she’d find the graves of all the Lockes who’d lived here before, and beyond that, the old abbey.

The first thing that came back to her was the grief. She felt it in every part of her body, the aching emptiness, the knowledge that with every second that stretched forward, she was living in a time in which Kier no longer existed. It was unbearable, the magnitude of that grief. She did not think she would ever find the bottom of it. She did not know, either, how she had moved from his body, or where his body had been taken.

She turned to find him, and froze, her heart in her throat.

Her mother waited, standing straight and tall as ever, the mist stirring near the bottom of her skirts. Locke had always had the unnatural, brutal beauty of someone who’d learned very early that to be iron strong, cruelty was its own kind of currency. Isaak walked from the mist behind her, his hand coming to rest on his wife’s waist. Grey felt the bitter weight of them on her heart.

“You’re here,” she said.

“We’ve been waiting,” someone said behind her. She turned—it was Severin. Severin, who’d grown nearly six inches in the summer before he died; Severin, with his mop of curly hair like his father’s; Severin, who had held her hands and told her to forget. For one aching moment, Grey had hoped… but he was still fifteen, still as young as he was when they’d brought the Isle down.

He was still dead. They all were.

She rose slowly to her feet—she had never seen them from this height, never known that she’d grown to be taller than her mother. She was older now than Severin ever got to be. They spoke with the rounded vowels and smooth burr of the Isle, the accent that she herself had hidden over time, partially for protection. She spotted more shapes in the mist, more relatives that she only half remembered.

“You’re not really here,” she said, laying her hand over her heart. She could not feel it beating. Perhaps this was death after all.

“No,” her mother said. She moved forward, the mist stirring as she walked. She did not look dead. When she reached up to touch Grey, the silver of her signet ring gleamed in the opaque light. “You are Locke now.”

Before she could think better of it, Grey went to grab her mother’s hand. Her own fingers went right through it—they both stepped back, as if burned.

Behind her parents, the mist was clearing. There in the meadow where the Lockes were buried, Grey could see someone else: in the rubble of the old temple, he sat on a sepulcher with his back to her, his black tunic sticking to his skin with the damp.

No, she realized. Not a sepulcher. The altar.

He wasn’t alone—there was another person, a woman, standing beside him.

“Kier?” Grey asked, stepping forward. Her heart was again in her throat. Isaak looked over his shoulder, frowning at the place where Kier sat. Grey looked back at her mother. “Is he…?” She swallowed down any sign of her own weakness. She was Locke; she was born of these hard black cliffs and unforgiving sea. “Is he dead?” she asked, forcing herself to be steady.

Alma looked over her shoulder, her face a mask of grief and regret. “It required a sacrifice to save the Isle,” she said slowly. Grey remembered what Scaelas had told her. That they all died, so she could live.

“And it required a sacrifice to bring it back,” she said through numb lips.

Alma did not look at her. Grey felt her knees go weak; the very fabric of her world shredded around her. She stared at his back, but Kier did not turn to look at her, did not seem to hear.

In that moment, she understood the future. She would wake on this Isle, to a Locke resurrected, and she would find the bodies of her family. She would bury them. Kier’s body would be there, too; he would join her family in death as he had never met them in life.

She would be Locke restored, and all of the power in the world would be hers. She could feel it now, thick in her stomach, waiting for her to call on it.

Without Kier, she was free to tether to anyone, if she chose. She would lead the forces and hold the Isle. She would power armies.

She would bury Kier, right here, on this Isle. The thought caught in her throat—she felt for a moment like she was choking, like she’d never draw breath again.

What she would give to see his face one last time, alive. His smirk—the light that came to his eyes when he saw her. How much she’d taken him for granted.

Her breath stuttered, her heart heavy in her chest—because she could not bear it. She could not bear a future that did not include him. She could not bear to stand on this Isle, the place where everyone she loved had died for her, and was still dying; she could not bear to do it alone.

But she was Locke, and this was bullshit.

“No,” she said. She stalked across the path, across the wood, toward where Kier sat.

“What do you mean, no?”

She whirled on her mother, her father, her brother; the three ghosts gathered behind her. “I said no. I do not accept it. I will not let him be your fucking sacrifice. You can have your power—you can have the entire Isle. But I am taking Kier.”

“You cannot just take it back,” Severin said, reaching for her, as if that would do anything.

“Then I am going with him,” Grey said, her voice catching.

“You can’t,” Alma said fiercely. She moved toward her daughter, but Grey twisted out of reach.

“I am Locke,” she seethed, feeling the power of the Isle rise up inside of her. “I can do whatever I want.”

“Gremaryse Pellatisa, thirty-fourth daughter,” a voice said from somewhere behind the others.

Grey’s head snapped up. She watched a figure come through the trees, wearing the old armor of the early Isle. She was utterly unfamiliar, with dark hair braided into an intricate formation that fell over her shoulders. She carried a jeweled blade in one hand. Her skin was alabaster pale, paler even than Alma’s; her lips were too red to be real.

“And who are you?” Grey snapped.

“Do you not know me?”

Grey started to say no—but she did. She was utterly unfamiliar because she was real and human, looking like flesh and blood instead of a ghost or a saint. But when Grey focused, she realized that she’d seen her face on icons and tapestries, painted on the murals of the crumbling abbey, carved into the face of the tombs.

She hadn’t recognized her because it wasn’t possible to fully capture the awful, terrifying beauty of her, or the shade of her eyes, or the deep metal of her armor, set with details of birds and ivy.

This was Kitalma, the first of the Lockes, her great-ancestor many times over.

“If you’re also here to tell me all the reasons I can’t have Kier back, I don’t care. I am taking him, and I will forsake this Isle and your power. I promise you.”

Alma winced. Grey wondered whether, if she’d grown into a woman under her mother’s watch, she’d disappoint her as most daughters tended to do.

“Hold your promises, daughter of Locke,” Kitalma said, a smirk curling on those unnatural lips.

“Please,” Grey begged, barely recognizing the raggedness of her own voice.

Kitalma’s face was unchanged. “What’s done is done,” she said.

But Grey would not accept that—she could not accept that. “In the old stories,” she said shakily, “the ones my mother used to tell, of the gods and their power. When you and your bride fought for the Isle, you won, but she perished. When Retarik fell—when she died—you did everything in your power to bring her back. You begged the sea for her life, and the sea listened.” A touch softer, she said, “I am pleading now. I am calling upon you, in all of your power. Will you not listen to me?”

“I am here to give you the mantle of power, and you ask more of me?”

“I have given everything up for you and your power,” Grey said, her voice turning bitter. “I have proven again and again that I would die for that power. Everyone I love died to protect it, to protect me. Even Kier. You cannot ask me to keep going without him.” But it felt fruitless, an eternity of bargaining that she would never find the end of. “Please. He is all I ask for. His life is all I ask for.”

Kitalma watched her, her gaze otherworldly. “You have made him one of my own,” she said finally. “A sacrifice has been made, and a sacrifice must be kept.” Grey opened her mouth, already searching for words, but the goddess held up a hand. “But I do pity you, daughter of Locke—’tis a sorrowful thing, to be alone in the world.”

Grey regarded her warily, uncertain she understood, too heartbroken to hope.

“As such, I will offer you three choices. Under my terms.”

Grey’s shoulders sagged. There would be terms—there would always be terms. She felt the weight of her exhaustion, tempered with grief. She just wanted to wake up. To wake Kier up. “Of course,” she said. “Just tell me what to do, and it is done. I will give up anything to bring him back.”

“The sacrifice has been made. I cannot just give him back to you without keeping something in return.” Kitalma spread her hands, the gleam of the dagger and its gems winking in the light. “The first choice: I will keep the boy’s life, and you will keep the Isle, as we stand now. Sometimes, daughter, the best way is to accept what has come to pass.”

“I will not accept it,” Grey said savagely.

“Very well, then. The second choice: I keep the boy, but only his freedom. You may have him as long as he remains here. Should he leave, his life again is forfeit.”

Grey stared at her, uncomprehending. “What… what does that mean?”

“If I breathe life into him,” Kitalma said, her eyes gleaming—they were black as the Isle’s cliffs, Grey realized. Black as the deepest part of the sea. “He can never again leave this isle. He will be as he was, as long as he remains here until the end of his days.”

Grey sucked a breath through her teeth. Kier’s freedom—she could not fathom cursing him like that, sentencing him to a life here, forever. “I cannot give you that.”

“Then the third choice: he may have his life and his freedom, and leave this place as he wishes. In return, you surrender to me your power. It is your choice, Gremaryse, daughter of Locke.”

Grey’s stomach dropped. Without her intending to, her hand went to her middle, palm pressed to her sternum, where she felt her power unfurling strong and true.

“Maryse…” Alma started.

But Isaak only watched her sadly. “What is love without freedom?” he asked. “Is that love at all?”

Grey met his gaze. It was like he had pulled the words directly from her own heart. “I cannot give my power,” she said through numb lips. “I am Locke. Kier isn’t a well—he can’t… There will be no grounding for the Isle.”

The old goddess raised a brow. “Do you doubt me?”

“No.”

“All will be well, daughter. Your own heir will continue the line of Locke,” she said, as if it was a foregone conclusion that Grey would have an heir.

“But without my power—”

“I could just keep his life,” Kitalma said flatly. “But the boy is already one of mine, by your own rite. If he lives, he would be connected to the very foundation of the Isle.”

Grey’s heart sunk. Torrin was right—she had no idea what she’d done, how she had changed him, when she had bound to Kier.

“I have given you choices. If you want his life back, you must either give me his freedom, or hand me your power. Remember, this is a mercy—I could leave him free and dead, and your power intact. Those are my terms.”

Grey forced herself to breathe. Here she was, fighting with a goddess. No wonder she always got written up for insubordination.

“I would prefer he not be free and dead,” she said. The power mattered less; she could not imagine holding it without him. The very idea of tethering to someone else made her sick. She needed to think rationally, but she found it impossible—if she finished this conversation, she could have Kier back. Whatever followed was a matter for the version of her who didn’t feel like this. “And what… When do I have to decide?”

Kitalma gazed up, as if she could see anything in the gloom. “Keep the Isle, daughter. You may have one cycle of the moon, and then we shall meet again, at my altar, and I will need your answer. Until then, I will give your mage back to you and await your decision.”

Grey chewed her lip, but what else could she do? She could barely think past her own grief—she did not know how she would be able to make a decision with his body there, in front of her. She did not know how she could look upon him, dead, and not die herself.

“Thank you,” she said, “for your mercy.”

“Very well. Go now,” Kitalma said, turning away. “It is not safe here, in the between, for one who is yet so alive.” She glanced over her shoulder at Grey as the mist rose and thickened. “Be careful, daughter. Iron, too, has its weaknesses.”

Grey turned to look at her mother, but she too was gone. They all were. She was alone in the misty wood.

“Grey?”

Her breath caught in her chest—not alone at all. She spun around to see Kier getting up from the altar, wincing at the way every movement jarred his broken bones. She stared at him, the words stuck in her throat, as he eyed her warily.

“Where are we?”

“We’re in the Ghostwood,” she said, the words barely making a sound.

He looked around, taking it all in. “I don’t… I don’t remember getting here.”

Grey shook her head. She pressed a hand to her chest, as if she could stop the ache of losing him, as if she could rip it out of her. “No,” she said, voice raw.

He stopped scanning and looked at her, his eyes warm and soft, his mouth tugging up into a relieved smile at the sight of her. He came close, his smile faltering as he reached very carefully to touch her face.

“My beautiful Locke,” he said, his fingertips only just brushing the bruise on her cheek. “Does it hurt?”

She did not know how to stop the pain, even now when he was standing in front of her. “Yes,” she said, the word sounding more like a sob.

She threw herself at his chest, not caring about the blood and dirt and seawater. He made a low noise in his throat—she was obviously hurting him, ruinously prodding his broken ribs, but he didn’t care enough to push her away. His good arm wrapped around her, holding her tight, and it was as if the entire world made sense again.

His freedom or her power. She gripped him tighter, as if she could will the choice away.

“Are we home?” he murmured in her ear, his voice a raspy whisper. She squeezed her eyes shut.

“Yes,” she said, bittersweet. The relief was just as heavy as the power welling between them. She found the tether and locked into it, pouring so much power into him that he jerked. He shivered, then swallowed it down. She pressed her hand into his broken collarbone, forcing it back into place. He rested his head on her shoulder, breathing hard, as she finished her work and moved her hand to run her fingers through his wet, wild hair. “We’re home.”







When Retarik died defending the Isle, Kitalma laid her body over her wife’s and wept, begging her life from Gremaryse, pleading with the goddess of sea and death for her mercy. After thirty days and thirty nights of weeping, Kitalma woke to her wife restored and blessed with an heir to carry on the line in the blood of Locke.

Folklore recovered from the Isle of Locke, date unknown, author unknown
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SAFELY TETHERED, GREY LED the way back toward the fortress at the highest point of the Isle. Her body moved without her telling it the directions, sinking into the inheritance of muscle memory her brain barely recalled. She kept one hand in Kier’s, unable to let go; the other, she draped awkwardly across his chest, making sure his collarbone had healed. Though she could not heal him with power alone on the mainland, she could feel his bones under her hand now, knitting back together as her power poured into him.

“Do the others know? About you?”

“Brit, Ola and Eron did already.”

“I mean the High Lord. And Cleoc.”

“Oh. Yes.”

He glanced at her sideways. Grey only shrugged. She had too many emotions right now to deal with any of them, and the reality of being on Locke was closing in on her.

She could barely breathe with the crush of power swirling around the island. It was like pressure all about her—when she was young, she remembered it as a stomach ache, but that wasn’t quite right. It was like electricity in the air, crackling through her lungs when she drew breath, sticky on her skin.

Kier was not unaffected either. He looked down at Grey, her hand on his chest as she poured power into him. “I think…” He stopped, looking up at the fortress as they breached the edge of the Ghostwood, back out into the mist of the day. The fog rolled in, heavy from the sea. He frowned, and Grey treasured every expression his face made even as she wanted to rub her thumb across his lips to smooth away any unhappiness.

“You feeling okay?”

“I feel… like everything is trying to give me power,” he said. “But that’s…” Impossible. He didn’t say impossible.

“We have a lot to talk about,” Grey said. She did not think she could look into his eyes and tell him about his death, still cold on his bones and heavy on her heart, nor the decisions she had to make regarding it—but first, she had to tell him that he, too, was Locke.

They passed through the walls, under the open portcullis, to where the hulking stone keep waited. She sucked a breath through her teeth, staring up at the great doors.

“Is it as you remembered it?” he asked, his voice still rough with seawater.

“Yes,” Grey said. Kier looked at her. Very gently, he took her hand and removed it from his chest. He no longer bore any trace of unfamiliarity at all.

She was pretty sure his ribs were stable enough for now, his collarbone mended. All over again, she was struck with the power of the Isle: it would’ve taken her hours, maybe days, to gradually do the same sort of work in Scaela, if she’d been able to do it at all.

“Are there bodies inside?” Kier asked, hesitating. Not fearful—just preparing.

“No,” Grey said, looking away. “I don’t know what’s left of them, if anything. The feast was… in the town. Further down.”

He nodded. He pressed a hand to the solid wood of the door. The knocker in the middle was carved to look like a seabird, a ring of fire clutched in its beak. The door was untouched by rot or sea, as if it hadn’t spent the last two decades submerged.

He offered Grey his other hand. She laced her bloody, wet fingers through his, then raised her other hand, set it beside Kier’s on the wooden door. Together, they pushed it open.

The wood creaked, then gave, revealing a stone entry; all these years, it had been unlatched, as if waiting just for her. Grey took it in, gaze skating over the tapestries on the walls, untouched by age; the great stone staircase with the banister she and Sev used to slide down again and again until their grandmother scolded them. The sconces on the walls still bore fat, waxy candles, half-melted. She sucked a breath through her teeth, stepping into the home of her childhood like she was shedding time. She kept her fingers locked in Kier’s as he followed a step behind her.

She walked carefully, wet boots squeaking on the stone floor. She led him through the entry, through an archway to the right: this was the dining hall, with its great windows looking out to the sea. She pressed her free hand to the cold glass. The fog still surrounded them on all sides, leaving the world white and formless.

“We won’t be able to see anyone coming,” she said.

“I know. What do you think about this fog? Is it normal?”

Grey shook her head, thinking back to the Ghostwood. “I don’t know if the Isle is fully restored yet,” she said cautiously. “We should have some time before we need to worry.”

“It feels like we’re already shielded,” Kier said softly, curiously.

Protect me, she had asked the Isle, and it had listened. “That must be the fog. I think it’s only temporary,” she said. Even with just her power, she could feel that much.

“I can assess the shielding,” he said. He made a low noise at the force of power that hit him when he siphoned, wincing at it. “Isn’t that too much?”

Grey shook her head. She was not depleted in the slightest. “Not here,” she said. “Nothing is too much here.”

Kier was silent for a moment. She watched his face—Do you know? Do you feel it in your heart? Does death still chill you to the bone?

“I have so many questions,” he murmured finally, and Grey watched a second shield shimmer into existence. She felt it, strong and whole, a bubble of protection over only the fortress. Perhaps it would not hold, if anyone came in earnest, but it was a chance she felt safe taking. It was larger than any shield he’d cast before, by far—and it seemed to cost him nothing.

“It’s temporary,” he said.

She turned back to him. Here, she felt oddly shy, as if he had not seen every part of her. Like this was the one thing she could not convince him to love.

What is love without freedom? She pushed the thought away before it could take root. There would be time to confront what she must choose. For now, she would revel in the simple fact that he was alive.

“Come on,” she said. She avoided the back parlor and kitchen and ballroom—there were too many memories to sort through, and she was not ready to deal with what she might find. Dull horror pounded in her heart. She was not ready. She could not face it.

Instead, she led Kier up the stairs, up and up and up, onto the turret roof where she and Sev used to greet the sunset. The wind whipped at their hair, and the roof of Kier’s shield looked almost close enough to touch.

Grey sucked in a breath, taking in the Isle spread out below them. There was the sparse shadow of the Ghostwood, mist creeping through the trees, and on the cliffs at one edge, the crumbling remains of the old abbey. There, beyond the wood, she could see the small houses and great hall of Osar, some of them burned by Eprain’s forces; then, further down, the harbor and the half-burned town of Maerin, and the remnants of the villages dotted between the two towns. To the far side of the Isle, she took in the Barrens, the uninhabited stretch of trees and mountains; the fortress was the highest point, but the Barrens were a close second. It was all still and silent, ghost villages for a phantom lord. From this height, she could see the entire Isle.

She turned away, back to the mist of the sea. A ruined Locke, but hers all the same.

“There will be time,” Kier said, gently touching her back.

She made him sit against the wall and removed his shirt. There, where she could see the whole Isle and all that surrounded it, where she could see the first sign of trouble, she called the power to her. She felt it moving from the Isle into her middle, then radiating outward, flexing all the way to her fingertips. When she pressed her hand to Kier’s half-healed injuries, he flinched.

“That will take some getting used to,” he said, eyes sliding shut.

“Does it feel different?” Grey asked. It did to her, a bit—not in the feeling; power was power, even on Locke. It was the extent that had changed, and the quality of it. She didn’t think she’d ever find the end of it, her own middle constantly refilled by the Isle around her.

“Very,” Kier said. He pressed a hand over hers—Grey had gone back to knitting the bones of his ribs back together. This, she mused, pushing the power into him as she tried to construct them in her mind, would be something she would not have the power, liberty or skill to do on the mainland. She nudged the threads of magic under his skin. His eyes slid open, pupils blown wide. He looked half-drunk.

“How so?” she asked.

“It feels…” He considered this, gaze rolling back, staring at the misty white of the sky. His nose wrinkled, the effect only marginally ruined by the crookedness from the last time he broke it. “It feels like you,” he said finally. “All of it. I don’t know if I can explain it better than that.”

She leaned against the stone next to him, her hand still tightly laced in his. She tried not to think of the moldering piles of bones and fabric that were waiting for them in Osar’s hall—to think of that would be to think of what those bones had once been, and every time her thoughts edged along that, it did something very odd to her heart and throat and stomach and the relationship between the aforementioned organs.

They were here, waiting. They had always been here, waiting, every moment of the sixteen years she had spent away from this place; every single heartbeat in which she was alive and they were not.

She bit it all down in one clean slice, because once she started, she would not be able to stop.

“Can you try to explain?” she asked Kier, desperate for distraction.

He made a noise low in his throat, but he was breathing easier. She looked at him, double-checking his collarbone, then went to run her finger lightly near the collagen of his left ear, where the curving top had been cut off at a diagonal.

His gaze was fixed on her, utterly reverent. He was looking at her like she held all the magic in the universe. She knew Kier, and she knew in an abstract sense that Kier loved her, but until this moment, this look, she had not considered that he loved her more than he loved magic.

“I didn’t know what it was about your power,” he said, “until that time, before we were bound, when I didn’t have you. I’d always taken you for granted—I was spoiled, growing up with you beside me, with the knowing. But… with you—it has a scent. A feeling. It’s sharp, and honed. It smells like the sea, mineral and clean, tinged with salt. I can almost taste the force of it—I can feel it in the back of my teeth.” He took in Grey’s gaze and shook his head. “I’m not explaining it right. Anyone else’s magic is watered down. Tavern beer when the bills are catching up. But you’re a shot of liquor. And here it’s…” He took a deep breath, eyes sliding shut, drunk on magic. “It’s in the air. It’s in the land, the stones, the trees. And it’s coming from you. It all feels like you. Gods, Grey, I’ve never felt so safe in my life.”

It took her a moment to recover. “That’s something,” she said finally, haltingly, “considering there are warships from at least four separate nations bearing down on us.”

One of his eyes slipped open. “But Scaela is still our ally?” he asked quietly, thumb skimming over the back of her hand, rubbing circles into her skin.

“And Cleoc Strata,” Grey said. “As far as I know.”

He nodded, taking it in. She focused on the cold seeping through the stones, the wet shirt pressed to her skin under her battle padding, the breeze that slipped through the spell-slits in the walls.

“I’m so sorry,” Kier said finally.

“For?”

He chewed his lip. “I didn’t know… I thought you’d listen to me, for once. That you would just let me do this. I didn’t know I was forcing your hand, forcing you into reclaiming Locke.”

“You thought I would let you die?”

“I hoped you might,” he said, the faintest of smiles on his lips, and it made everything in her ache.

She shook her head, banishing Kitalma’s words as she searched for her own. “I would’ve come for you. I’d always come for you.”

“And I you,” Kier said.

“Then you should’ve known.”

“Maybe. But all I could think was… Grey, I never wanted you to feel like that girl again. Alone. Abandoned.”

Grey looked at him, his long eyelashes and hazel eyes and the persistent stubble cropping up already on his jaw, the cut glass of his cheekbones, the stubborn silver on his temples. “I need to tell you something,” she said.

She needed to tell him a great number of things, actually, but that was beside the point as she struggled to put the least of them into words.

He caught her hand. “You can tell me anything.”

She took a breath, tried to school her features. The sky was steely gray, slipping toward darkness at the edges, a sunset without the presence of sun and gold and amber. The steady sort, like someone dimming a magelight until no glimmer of it remained. But it had been that way since they had arrived; the darkening sky had not darkened nor lightened; instead, it had stayed in transition. Grey realized, in the back of her mind, why the silence was so odd: there were no birds.

She felt the constant pull of Kier, the thrum of taking as he transformed her power into magic. The most familiar thing in the world.

She opened her mouth to tell him about it. About his death. About her choice. The words did not come—they stayed lodged in her throat, and Kier looked at her expectantly, and she could not do it.

Instead, she said, “I didn’t know, when we bound. That it would be different for you and me. But Kier—it has made you a Locke. That’s why Scaelas and Cleoc came for you. Because if they risked you, if you figured out how to call Locke from the sea, it would’ve worked.”

That guarded look returned. “But you are…”

“I am still Locke,” she said. “Still the High Lady. But you are a part of this Isle, too.”

He glanced away, shuttering any emotions. “Do you regret it?”

“No,” she said quickly—but I fear you will, she did not say. “I did not realize… I did not know then that it was that much of a union. In more ways than I suspected.”

His gaze softened, and there was something unfair about the way he looked at her, like she was the central point in his universe—she did not know how to convey, with word or look or deed, that he was the central point in hers.

He dropped her hand. His fingers moved along her jaw ever so carefully to cup her face. “I knew, when we swore our bond,” he said, “what I was doing. That I was giving all of myself to you. It’s a gift, Grey—it’s an inevitability, in some ways, that all I am would be yours.”

She shook her head—she could not tell him about his death; she could not reveal that she had stolen that, too. “But that’s not it. I have taken everything from you, even your family name. And now I’ve put a target on your back—they will want to kill you as much as they want to kill me.”

The light came to his eyes, the mirth etched into his jaw, looking insouciant in that way he always somehow managed to. “They already want to kill me.”

“But now, it’s real.”

“And you thought being the commander of Locke wouldn’t put a target on my back? That mattering to you in the way I do would make me a desirable hostage?”

“Not in the same way.”

He pulled her close, nose touching hers. “I am yours, Grey. If that makes you Seward, so be it. If that makes me Locke, then it is done. I am yours and I have been since the day we were bound, and even before that. I don’t care for the name, or the title, or even for the power. I care for you.”

She took a shaky breath and leaned in to press her lips to his. Cold—they were both cold, so cold that she knew they were possibly in shock and definitely tripping head-first toward hypothermia, and she needed to face the rest of the rooms in the fortress and get a fire started in one of the big grates; but Kier was kissing her, and they were safe under the shield, and for right at this moment, that was enough.

She needed to tell him the truth. But the Isle was still around her, and safe, and she had not felt a safety like that in years. She let him kiss her; she did not think of the cold of his lips, the frigidity of his corpse, as she tried to force him to live again.

He broke away after a moment, breathless. “What do we do now?” he asked.

Her numb fingers skimmed over the healed edge of his ear. “Now, we do our best to survive.”

He kissed her again, tasting of blood and salt water. “We’ve already made it this far.”

But not far enough.

Though the mist made her uneasy, she was glad of the time they had away from the rest of the world. She needed time alone to handle what needed to be done next—and because Kier already knew the worst parts of her, she could permit him to see it too.

Halfway down the stairs, she said, “I think we need to start with the bodies.”

Her voice did not catch. She did not look at him over her shoulder. She only kept her eye turned down on the treacherous spiraling stone steps; and then briefly out of a passing window, where she could see the Ghostwood in the distance.

Kier’s hand touched her shoulder. “Let me,” he insisted.

She shook her head. “I have to do it. But perhaps… Clothes first, I think.”

Procrastination. She did not know how her body would betray her when they walked to the hall in Osar where she knew her parents’ bodies were, or the cellar below, to find the charred remains of Severin’s. Then there was the household guard, who used to carry her on their shoulders when she was a child so she could see the storms rolling in; the cook, Kimbra, who used to slip her pastries while she studied with her mother, and made her buttery slices of bread with thick broth when she was sick; the people of Osar and Maerin, who called her Little Locke, who pressed kisses to her knuckles when she and Sev passed through the streets.

All of them were dead. Bodies. Rubble. Bones and decaying cloth.

“None of it is water-damaged,” Kier remarked as they passed through one of the upstairs rooms, one she knew was reserved for storage. He stopped to run his fingers over the carved wood of a dresser. “It looks like it’s just been here untouched.”

“I imagine it was bubbled somehow,” Grey said, pulling open the drawers. “Maybe it’s been shielded this whole time.”

It was an assortment of clutter, old furniture and boxes of molded, moth-eaten books and half-burned candles and discarded trunks full of everyday accoutrements that a long-established family discarded but did not dispose of, left in a room after decades and decades of use.

She felt oddly exposed, even though it was only Kier. She’d basically lived at his house as a child, Pia and Laurella putting her to bed alongside Kier and Lot so often that they procured an extra mattress, stored under Kier’s bed and pulled out whenever she didn’t leave when the sun went down. She’d known his grandmothers and grandfathers when they were alive, his aunts and uncles—she knew every bit of his family history as if it was her own. Perhaps his ma and mom had told it to her, filling her with some sort of family to make up for the fact that she apparently had none of her own. Imarta didn’t mind: she welcomed the influence of Kier’s family. She had no family left herself, and widowed as she was, it had always been just her and Grey.

But this was it, the real thing, the trappings of her life on Locke and those of her family before. She pulled out a moth-eaten tapestry from a trunk mottled with dust, rubbing her fingers into her family’s sigil stitched into the cloth.

Would you give it all up for Kier’s freedom?

Who would she be without her power, her birthright?

“This might be our lucky trunk,” Kier said across the room, going through another one of them. They were heavy and wooden, ancient, so much nicer than any of the trunks they’d been assigned on duty, or the inherited one Imarta kept in Grey’s childhood bedroom. They were light wood, possibly cut from the Ghostwood or stock from the Barrens, carved with motifs from folklore that no one but Grey remembered.

He pulled out clothes much too big for her. She considered the shirts and trousers and socks and suspenders and leather armor as Kier cast off his own clothes and pulled on the replacements—she could not look at him, because if she did, she would see the scars and the bruises she had not yet healed, and she could not bear it right now—and said quietly, “There are clothes in my mother’s room.”

“Do you think…” He didn’t finish the sentence, so she wasn’t sure if he meant Do you think you’re ready for that? or Do you think you can handle the remnants of her? or Do you think that’s a good idea? All of it faded, and he just looked at her with an expression of open, plaintive care.

She chewed the nail of her thumb. “I’ll put on a new shirt. And there will be coats and cloaks downstairs. Then maybe we can investigate the rest later.”

He nodded, tossing her a shirt. She exchanged her sodden, bloody one for the old, soft, dry fabric. They left their wet things hanging over the railing and went downstairs. She felt like a child exploring a ruin, even though, despite sixteen years of separation, she knew the place like Kier knew every structure of her beating heart.

She hesitated on each landing, the rooms running through her head like the recitation of saints’ names on the prayer beads in the ruin of the abbey that crowned the edge of the Ghostwood, the place where Kitalma’s bones were laid to rest.

On the ground floor, she went to the cloakroom under the stairs and pulled out two of her father’s big coats and waiting swords, handing one of each to Kier. “I imagine we’ll have to dispose of Eprain’s bodies, too,” she said, strapping the sword to her belt, mostly out of habit. “I don’t want them buried with mine, but we should give them a respectful rest all the same.”

Kier nodded, looking at one of the tapestries over her shoulder. “In Eprain, they burn their dead.”

Grey swallowed hard. She could remember, on their assignments on the coast, watching the smoke in the distance after the battles as the pyres were lit.

“Then we’ll burn them,” she said. “The tradition is similar for those on Locke who are not Lockes themselves. Their ashes are to be spread over the sea, reunited with the gods.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do.”

She nodded. It was the least she could offer, to follow the traditions of her own nation.

“Are there bedsheets to spare? To move the bones?”

“Probably,” Grey said, peering back into the dining room. “Yes. First and third floors. There are linen closets by the stairs.”

She heard his boots on the stairs, his progress, a pause as he sorted through the linens. She pressed her face to the window in the dining room, but she could still not see past the misty white fog. The Isle remained cloaked. She could not see if warships waited for the Isle unveiled, nor what nations surrounded them.

Her fingers dug into the wood of the windowsill—despite the fact she’d been raised in Scaela, fought under Torrin’s banner for nearly a decade and was his goddaughter, this Isle and all its power still instilled in her a sense of distrust. It would be easy for him and Cleoc to betray her, kill her or Kier or both, take the power for themselves and set the Isle ablaze again. Perhaps she was a fool to trust anyone at all with this power ripping anew within her.

“Grey?”

She turned to see him, linens piled high in his arms, and those thoughts crumbled. Perhaps she could not trust Scaelas or Cleoc, just as she could not trust the sovereigns of Eprain and Luthar and Nestria, but she could trust Kier.

She felt that echo inside of her, the acknowledgment of a devotion in the tether between them.

“Do you know how many there were, on the Isle?” he asked, setting the pile of sheets on the dining table.

She nodded, unable to speak. Her father’s coat smelled of woodsmoke and sea air and the faint hint of sweat, and it was too much for her. She was a girl again. She was dying. She had never left.

Something flickered across Kier’s face—she wondered if, on Locke, the emotions through the tether were that much stronger—and then he was in front of her, taking her hands in his. He did not say anything. He studied her like she was one of his maps, one of his diagrams of enemy movements, instructions handed down from higher command to be followed to the letter.

“You are here,” he said slowly, “because you survived.”

Grey nodded. Forced herself to breathe. But you didn’t.

She could not think it, or else she would lose any grip she had left on her sanity.

They found gloves and a cart in one of the work sheds outside, to avoid touching the rot with bare skin. Grey led the way down the little path toward Osar, avoiding the wider road that skirted around the Ghostwood—with the fresh memory of her ghostly family and Kitalma’s bargain, she could not bear it yet.

Osar was not a big town. The entire population of Locke was less than five thousand: she hadn’t understood the smallness of it until she’d arrived in Scaela, with a population in the hundreds of thousands. There had been more than five thousand soldiers at Mecketer alone. But now, faced with the reality of disposing of that many bodies, the number seemed staggering.

They reached the first of the empty streets. Grey did not look in the windows; she passed by all shadows without a second glance, focusing only on reaching the great hall at the far side, perched on the cliff.

It used to be a place of worship, an abbey to Retarik, Kitalma’s bride. When worship of the old gods fell out of fashion, it became a ruin, much like its twin abbey across the Isle. Grey’s great-great-grandfather revitalized it for use as a meeting place when the entire Isle was called to celebrate, like on the high holy days, to divert the crowds and better preserve the wards that protected the fortress itself.

Kier left the cart at the bottom of the steps and brought some of the linens with him. He followed her up the stairs, the pat of their boots on the stone the only sound. The gulls were still absent; with the thick fog, Grey couldn’t even hear the sea crashing below.

The heavy doors were closed. Behind them, she knew, she would find carnage. She stopped at the top of the stairs, breathing hard, her heart pounding.

“We don’t have to,” Kier said very quietly behind her. “You don’t have to.”

The motto of her family, her house and her isle was Power in bravery. She did not feel brave, even with all the power of Idistra crackling in the air around her.

“I do,” she said.

Kier said nothing. He only put his hand on her shoulder.

Grey opened the door.







Iron to ashes, ashes to sea, sea to iron again. Let us rejoice at the memory of our victorious dead.

Funeral rites of the Isle of Locke
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BEHIND HER, KIER SUCKED in a breath. Grey could only stare, her heart in her throat.

The door opened outwards, which was good, because the pile of bodies on the other side would’ve stopped it. But that wasn’t what made her stand there unmoving in shock. Hazy sunlight streamed through the high windows, catching the dust motes in the air. The bodies were piled on the floor, over the tables, slung on chairs. Most of them had no visible injuries, nothing at all to say they were doing any more than sleeping. Some had clearly died in the struggle, run through with swords and stained with brown dried blood. She did not look to the front of the room, the dais.

It was all there, she thought with growing dread, as if time had not touched the Isle since the moment her power submerged it. She was a girl again, eight years old, waiting for death to catch her.

They were not bones, like she’d prepared for; not moth-eaten fabric and dust. They were flesh and blood, with open eyes and mouths and teeth and tongues, wearing masks of death and pain and fear. It was as if time had not touched the Isle in sixteen years, suspended forever in that awful night.

“Gods,” Kier said behind her. She heard the sound of metal as he drew his sword, but there was no reason for it. The assemblage in front of them was not simply sleeping, like the lost court in a fairytale. They all were dead.

Dread settled in Grey’s heart as she stepped further into the room. She saw the soldiers from Eprain mixed among her own people, in various states of battle interrupted. The truth of it settled on her skin, a terrible realization sixteen years too late.

The battle hadn’t killed them all. No, even with Eprain’s soldiers, even after Locke herself had fallen, most of these people were still alive. It was something else that had ended them—a shock wave, a protection; the power of the Isle shutting down.

Grey had killed them. She remembered what Scaelas had told her: to save her, to save the line, it had required the sacrifice of everyone else.

She fell to her knees on the stones, narrowly missing the first of the bodies. “I didn’t know,” she said, helpless, because Kier must’ve gathered the truth of what he saw.

Behind her, he only sighed and sheathed his sword. She heard another sound, rustling and shifting, and came out of her horrified stupor to find him leaning over one of the fallen women, clad in a black gown as if already mourning. He shut her eyes carefully, then picked her up in his arms. Without another word, he turned for the door.

“What are you doing?” she asked, numb with agony.

He only looked at her. “It’s the way of Locke,” he said finally, “to return their ashes to the sea.” There was no hatred in his gaze. No judgment. He turned and left, carrying his grisly cargo as carefully as he would his own bride.

She felt hours pass as they worked, separating the dead into two pyres. The larger pile, close to the cliffs, was for Locke’s dead. The second, much smaller, was for Eprain’s. Kier carried body after body out of the hall, shutting their eyes, laying them down in tidy rows in the same way he treated the dead after battle. He used his magic to help them, bearing most of the weight of the bodies, so it was as easy as moving stones around instead of grown people. Grey helped when she could, but she had to leave often to vomit, horrified all over again by the truth of what she’d done.

They did not approach the dais. She sensed that Kier was waiting for her to go first, but she could not do it. Not now. Not yet.

Outside, the mist did not change. The sun did not set. There were no gulls, and no waves. After a while, Kier, wiping sweat from his face with one filthy sleeve as he passed her on the stairs, said, “I don’t think time is passing.”

Grey looked up at the mist, the shield shimmering above. “I think you’re right.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.”

They glanced at each other, uneasy. They were a quarter of the way through clearing the hall, Grey’s body aching with the strain. There were a few hundred dead there, she thought; she was frightened to think of what the houses would hold, or to consider the grueling work of going through all of them.

“Are you tired?” she asked.

“No,” Kier said, his face uncertain. “I’m not sure I feel… normal.”

Grey nodded. “Then let’s keep going.”

She lost herself in the awful work. She dragged the bodies through the hall, close to the door, then Kier came and took them to the pyres he was building. It would’ve been easier, she thought darkly, to have set the whole cathedral ablaze.

She found her grandmother unexpectedly, pulling the body of one of Eprain’s soldiers by the arms to reveal the small woman crushed beneath him. She gasped, staggering back—Kier was there in an instant, reading the fear through the tether as if she was facing an unknown threat and not the gaping chasm of her own grief; his hands were on her shoulders before she could recover. She looked at the woman’s pale, shriveled face, and the hands that had taught her to sew, and she turned and walked out.

Kier found her sitting at the edge of the cliffs, her legs dangling over the edge, tears cold on her face. She’d been sick again, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t think she’d ever stop being sick over this.

He didn’t say anything until he was sitting next to her, his legs hanging alongside hers over the steep drop.

“Have I ever told you,” he said, “that I’m afraid of heights?”

She squinted at him. “No.”

“Good. It’s because I didn’t think I was until this very moment.” He looked down at the sheer drop in front of them and the gloom below, and his face paled.

“It was a mistake to come back,” Grey said.

He reached out and laid his hand over hers. “There’s nothing that can be done now. We’ll get through the worst of it, and then we will keep on living.”

She winced. It cut too close to her own lies, and the truth she had not yet told him. “They’re all dead because of me.”

He did not deny it. “There are hundreds of others in countries all over Idistra who are dead because of me.” And you, he did not say.

“But what did these people do, besides live here? They did not hurt me, nor fight me. Many of them would’ve fought for me, if given the chance.”

He nodded, the eerie silence like a blanket over them. “You can do nothing to change that.”

She laughed bitterly. “I could burn it all down. The entire Isle.”

“You could,” he said.

But you won’t, he did not say.

She stared out at the mist, out at nothing. After a while, Kier got up and went to continue with the bodies. She did not know how long she sat there, motionless, before he came back behind her and said, “I think I’ve found your parents.”

She got up and followed him back to the cathedral. She noticed a lone body lying away from the two organized pyres: it was her grandmother, set aside to be buried in the Ghostwood. She swallowed her bile down and did not ask Kier how he’d known.

The cathedral was nearly empty of bodies when she went back in, stepping carefully across the bloodstained stones. The table at the dais was in disarray: smashed goblets and dark wine stains on the tablecloth, mixing with the blood. Grey made her way to the stairs, Kier one step behind—and then she stopped.

Her mother was the one who had taught her to use her power, eking it out in tremulous threads from the time she was barely old enough to walk or speak full sentences. Though she had a reputation for swift justice, she was never cruel to her own daughter, who was often found clinging to her skirts. And Isaak, a mage from Scaela’s noble class, used to make speckled magelights in the shape of constellations on the ceiling of her bedroom, then lie next to her and point out the names and shapes of each one.

They were now two bodies, eyes closed as if they were only sleeping, entwined in front of the tomb that was meant to hold Retarik’s bones. Grey moved past the bodies that surrounded them in concentric circles, wrapped in thorny vines that pierced their flesh—whatever her father had done in his dying moments had flattened them all—and lowered herself very carefully beside them. She knew the dark green velvet of the dress, remembered the feeling of it on her cheek as her mother carried her to bed dozens of times. She reached out and ran her hand along the line of her father’s sword, out of its scabbard, still clutched in his hand. The other hand rested on the dark velvet of her mother’s waist. When Grey’s eyes traced up to her mother’s face, she saw what memory could not fill in, what she had not realized fully looking at her ghost with anger in the Ghostwood: she herself looked like a carefully made copy of her mother.

“I’m sorry,” she said, the grief bubbling up like it never had before. She couldn’t breathe—all the magic in the world didn’t matter; it wasn’t enough. It couldn’t bring them back.

She didn’t hear Kier until he was behind her, kneeling, one arm snaking around her shoulders. She reached out to grip his forearm, nails digging in, and leaned back against him, unable to keep herself up, his other arm wrapped around her waist like he could protect her from all the awful things that had happened all those years before.

He didn’t say anything. There was nothing to say. She tucked her head, hiding it in the shelter of his body, and sobbed.

When she was done, wrung out and exhausted, Kier was still there. “I need to do it,” she said shakily, pulling away from the tangle of limbs.

He let her. He stood by as she took one of the linen sheets. Ever so carefully, she shifted her parents’ bodies onto it. She recovered her father’s sword and set it aside, her mother’s silver necklace, the rings they’d inherited from Alma’s parents and the signet ring of Locke. Once she’d folded the sheet over, she sat back on her knees and stared at the bundle of tidy white cloth, tied off and ready for the grave.

“Obsidian born and iron made,” Kier murmured. She used to say it to him, like a prayer, as she stitched his wounds together after battle.

She looked at him, something inexplicable rising within her. Perhaps all she wanted, after all this time, was to be soft.

The last body she needed waited for her in the basement. Kier followed her, quiet as a ghost, as she retraced the steps she’d run as a child. The stone chamber was a burned-out shell. There was no body where Severin had been—there were only shards and fragments, bones embedded in the walls, a tooth in one corner.

But she felt the spirit of him here, like a revenant, as if he’d been waiting for her this whole time. She sucked a breath through her teeth, certain she could hear her brother’s laugh, that she could feel the press of his hand on hers.

“Sev?” she asked, turning, as if she’d catch the edge of his shadow on the wall.

But there was nothing. Only disaster. Only ash and bone.

The pyres crackled with unnatural mageflame as they set off back to the Ghostwood, the cart loaded with their grisly cargo. “We should keep the ashes of Eprain,” Kier said, “to return to their nation.”

Grey only nodded.

In the clearing where the Lockes were laid to rest, Grey picked up one of the shovels Kier had thought to bring. She found a spot unmarked by stones, past the line of graves, and started digging. Wordlessly, Kier took the other shovel and started on the other end. He seemed to understand that she needed the ache of this last task, that she had to do this. Carefully, they dug a grave for her parents and grandmother and what was left of her brother, for those who had sacrificed everything for her survival. When it was finished, they each took an end of the heavy tied-off sheets, the awkwardness of their weight, and laid them carefully in the open grave.

In another lifetime, if she had made another choice, she would be laying Kier to rest with their bodies.

She watched, kneeling at the edge, as Kier tipped in shovelful after shovelful of rocky dirt. For a half-second of unrepressed grief, she thought about climbing in with them.

She had to tell him the truth. She had to make him understand the decision she had before her. She opened her mouth, searching for words—then closed it. She could not do it.

A hand reached down when it was finished, caked in dirt and grime. “Come on, Locke,” Kier said.

She took his hand. Side by side, they made their way home.







They share the title, you know. She thinks I can’t hear her calling that smug little mainlander by our name, but I do. He wields her power and tells her he loves her, and the soft-hearted fool believes him. I worry what will happen if she passes the same attitude to the children.

Letter from Pellatisa Locke to Wren Locke Teinek, her daughter, 6 years AD
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UPSTAIRS, ALONE WHILE KIER built a fire downstairs, Grey opened the taps on one of the bathtubs. It was run by a clever web of magic put in place by one of her great-uncles, which filtered the seawater under the fortress and turned it into steaming, clean water at the turn of a tap. There was still soap in a cabinet under the sink—she fought back the memories at the familiar smell of it, which she’d never been able to find or replicate in Scaela. She stripped off her clothes and sank into the depths of the tub, submerging herself fully for a second before coming back. She washed, drained the water, refilled it and washed again. Kier knocked once on the door just as she was getting out, wrapping herself in a fluffy towel she’d pulled from the linen closet.

“Are you okay?” he asked through the wood.

She took a shuddering breath. “No, but I will be.” And she would. She had the oddest feeling that the bodies in the cathedral were the only ones left; that the Isle itself had protected her from any other casualties. It was as if everyone in that horrid hall had been there to guard their fallen lord and lady, even in death; and now that Little Locke was newly returned, safety was restored.

Despite the horrors of earlier, when she focused, she felt something almost like peace. Like the very Isle had sighed in relief now that its dead had been laid to rest.

She found thick socks and a dressing gown in the room next door, which had once belonged to her aunt before Wren was sent to Nestria to marry before Grey was even born. While Kier was bathing, she went downstairs to search for provisions. He’d already lit a fire in the great hearth in the dining hall, which brought a smile to her face, despite everything.

In the pantry, the meat and produce was unrotten, the bread still soft and fresh, but Grey could not bring herself to touch it. She found a jar of honey and a bin of rolled oats. She took these, some spices and a tin pot into the dining hall. Kier was back and dressed in clean clothes, dragging in cushions and blankets from one of the parlors.

“What did you find?” he asked.

She held up her haul. “Better than unflavored porridge and bits of jerky.”

He snorted. “I can’t wait to tell Eron you did better with a sixteen-year-old pantry than he did with provisions.”

“Eron could never,” Grey agreed.

Kier went back to the kitchen to fill the pot while Grey stoked the fire and urged it to roaring warmth. When he returned, she made a thick porridge and seasoned it with honey and cinnamon. It wasn’t much, but it was edible. They sat cross-legged in front of the fire, draped with one of the big knit blankets, surrounded by the eerie quiet of the Isle. She craved the sound of the wind and sea as much as she feared it: in her heart, she knew that when those sounds returned, so would the rest of her worries of the world beyond Locke.

“I’ll only ask once more, then I’ll leave it,” Kier said finally, setting his empty bowl aside. “Are you okay? Because we can go. We don’t have to stay; we don’t have to do this.”

Grey swallowed hard, the porridge turning to dust in her mouth. Your power or his freedom. For all she knew, if they left the Isle, Kier would die—and that was not a reality she was willing to face. “I’m okay,” she said. “I think that was the worst of it.”

He nodded. “Then, the magic.” He turned so he was facing her, close enough that his kneecaps brushed hers. “I don’t really understand how you’re doing this. It feels like I’m pulling a lot from you, and you’re not even fazed.”

Grey set her own bowl aside with Kier’s. “On Locke—Locke is power. I am not just a well for power that can run out. I am a faucet, a doorway, a river. Power flows through me to you, but here, there is no end.” She coughed delicately. “It’s why the sovereign of Locke always marries a mage.”

Neither of them commented on that.

His eyes slipped shut. He hadn’t untethered from her all day, and she realized that she didn’t feel quite so ill. Perhaps that was the problem of Locke, too: it didn’t ache so much when she had someone to share it with, when she had some way to direct the power rushing up through her from the Isle. “Can I?” he asked, flipping his hands palm up, resting on their knees.

“Yes,” Grey said. She laid her hands flat on top of Kier’s to close the circuit. He hummed, low in his throat.

“This will take some getting used to,” he said. A shudder rolled through his shoulders, down his back. “I don’t know how to control this much power,” he admitted.

“Better figure it out,” Grey murmured. “We might be here for a while.”

The corner of his mouth quirked up. He leaned forward, just enough to steal a kiss before rocking back down.

“Can you ward some rooms?” she asked.

“Of course. Grey—if it’s too much, we don’t have to stay here. We could find our own place to settle, once everything is calm.”

They couldn’t. The Isle was the only thing keeping Kier alive. The words were on her lips, but she could not say them.

She shook her head. Besides, this was her birthright, her home, the place she had raised with her own blood. It was all she had left of her family, of those who had died for her sake.

“Then we’ll stay,” he said.

“It’s not a cottage in the hills,” she said mildly, “but perhaps it would be good to retire here.”

He laughed, sounding so well and normal that she felt the shadows fleeing the deepest caverns of her heart. “I think we’ve retired from retirement,” he declared. He pushed to his feet, offering her a hand, and Grey was quick to follow. “Give me a tour of our new home, and we can ward all the rooms you want.”

In a middle floor just off the tallest tower, she found a suite of rooms that had been unoccupied for ages, with a bedroom in the rounded turret that looked out to Scaela. She threw open the windows to let the sea air clear the room of stuffiness as Kier lit a fire in the grate. Grey found clean sheets and made up the bed, barely tutting when Kier straightened her corners.

“There’s a free room down the hall,” she said, hesitating, “should you want it.”

He raised a brow. “I can take it officially,” he said. “But if it is all the same to you… I’ll stay with you.”

“Then it can be yours officially,” Grey said, the corner of her mouth lifting.

There was no further consensus needed. She pulled on a thick winter shirt from the chest of drawers, full of old things; Kier found a rattling jar of tooth tabs in the small bathroom as they prepared for sleep. He drew the curtains, as dark had not yet fallen: the world was still misty and white, unchanged.

Kier set the pale golden magelight above the bed as they crawled in. She draped a leg over his hip—his hand went to her thigh, gripping tight.

She wasn’t sure what reminded her, if it was his grip or something else, but she felt the ring around her thumb. “This is yours,” she said.

“Mm.” He bent to kiss her hand, the ring on it. “Keep it.”

“But it was Lot’s.”

“If I’m to be your commander, I face too high a risk of degloving,” he said solemnly. “Has no one in the army told you?”

She swatted his shoulder. “Are you not even afraid? We might be at war tomorrow.”

“We’ve been at war our entire lives.”

It was true, but this felt different. It was her banner, her nation, her war—and she didn’t want it.

“I want peace, Kiernan,” she said, running her fingers through the too-long hair that curled over his ears.

“I’ll do my best to get it for you,” he murmured. “I’ll do my best to get you anything you want, Locke.”

Grey turned this over. “What if I don’t know what I want?” she whispered.

She had to tell him. The words were there, if she only just said them: You died, Kier. You died and I fought the gods for you, and you’re not even really living now. What would you choose? What would you want?

His lips pressed to her temple. “Then I’ll wait for you until you decide,” he said. “But we’ve been following everyone else’s orders for so long—I want you to have a genuine choice, Grey. A future you have picked for yourself.”

She thought of him sacrificing himself for her, the look on his face when he had told her to say goodbye to his mothers.

The truth was: if she posed the choice to him, Kier would choose his own sacrifice. He would give up his freedom for her and leave her power. He would remain here on this Isle, growing older and more bitter, forced to accompany her all the way to her grave.

She rolled onto her back, staring up at the ceiling as his breathing grew even and his grip on her loosened. She could just… not tell him. But it would be its own kind of betrayal, to keep the truth from him.

And yet.

He had run away for her, become a soldier for her, risen in rank for her, gone into battle for her, lied for her, nearly been killed for her, been kidnapped for her. He had died for her.

If he had the choice, he would always make the decision that saved her, that supported her. Maybe, for once, she wanted to make a decision to sacrifice for someone else, after he had given everything up for her. She could not bear to take more than that.







Scaelas, let me speak frankly: I know you are hurting, but we must move past this. If you cannot look past what was done to Isaak and the Isle, Idistra will never be at peace. We must move on, find a genuine solution, or we will all be at war.

Letter from Cleoc to Scaelas, 4 days PD

Then let us be at war.

Letter from Scaelas to Cleoc, 5 days PD
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GREY DID NOT KNOW how much time did or did not pass as they readied the Isle. She measured the days in her own way as they worked until they were tired, then slept in her great bed, too exhausted for anything but sleep (or perhaps Kier was no longer interested in that kind of relationship; but he still kissed her at every chance, so she wondered at it). On the first day, they went through the armories, making note of weapons and supplies, preparing for an army that had not yet arrived. On the second, she prepared rooms for diplomatic guests while Kier walked the Isle, learning the lay of the land, making his own maps; that evening, they set up the war room in one of the chambers that looked out toward the rest of Idistra.

She woke on the third day to a thin light streaming in from the window. Kier’s side of the bed was empty but still warm—she sat up to see his shadow on the side of the room. She rubbed her eyes, calmed by the sound of the gulls and the crashing of the waves, the shout of the wind; all the familiar sounds of Locke.

All the familiar sounds.

She froze. “Kier?”

“I know.”

When she looked up at him, she realized that he was not dressing in the clothes they’d worn to work over the last few days; he was laying out his armor, dark gray as the banner of Locke, the rocks, the stormy sky. He was dressing for war.

“You can keep sleeping, love,” he murmured. “I already went to the tower. We have time.”

She ignored him, slipping from the bed and going to the window. She squinted out at the bay, at the continent: she could only just see the coast. There were ships in the distance.

“I suspect we have an hour,” she said. She went back to the bed and sat heavily on the edge. It was no new sight, to watch Kier prepare for battle, his hair still wet from bathing in the early hours of the morning; but now it was her armor he wore, her crest of a blade over two linked rings embroidered on the surcoat draped over the chair, her battle he was preparing for. “Maybe more. They’ll worry about the shields. We should fly a banner for Scaelas and Cleoc, to let them know it’s safe.”

“We should,” he said, but his voice had changed. Grey looked up— and felt the pulse of desire through the tether.

Something had caught Kier off guard when he glanced over at her. He crossed the room and dropped to his knees beside the bed, between her legs. His hands slipped around her calves. His eyes never left hers as he pressed a kiss just above her knee.

“It’s just… your thighs,” he confessed, almost mournful. As if to prove his point, he moved his hands upward, thumbs digging in, fingertips tracing the backs of her knees. “I could write odes to your thighs. I might actually have dreams of your thighs.”

She raised a brow. “Is that so?”

“They’re perfect,” he lamented. She shuddered, watching the dimpling of his fingers into her flesh, falling back onto her elbows.

“You’ve never mentioned it.”

“A grievous error on my part.” He bent to kiss the freckle above her left knee.

“Kier,” she said, running her hands through his hair even as she knew it was a bad idea—but she hadn’t been with him since Grislar, and even through the exhaustion, she wanted. “We could be at war in a few hours.”

“Mm,” he hummed against her skin. Gently enough so it only just hurt, he bit the soft flesh of her inner thigh—the feeling went straight to her center. His hands came up, framing her hips. “I’m aware.”

“I have to make you look like a commander,” she said, even as her head tipped back.

“Shouldn’t take long. You never had trouble making me look like a captain.”

“And I have to look like a fearsome lady of an iron isle.”

“You are fearsome, even in only my shirt and your socks.” He pushed the aforementioned shirt up over her stomach.

“We shouldn’t be distracted.”

He pressed a kiss up higher, at the soft fold where her thigh met her hip. “Tell me to stop and I’ll stop,” he said. “But if this is the last morning of our lives, I want to spend it right here.”

She raked her nails over his scalp. “And if I don’t tell you to stop?”

His laugh was warm and smooth against her skin as his hand parted her thighs. “Is that a yes?”

“Yes.”

Not much later, Kier went to the tower to raise the banner of Locke while Grey went into her mother’s room. There, she found a sharply cut coat that looked more like armor than fashion and armored trousers that fit tight to her skin. She strapped her father’s sword to her hip, scabbard shining in the first light of morning. Before she could think better of it, she slid the signet ring of Locke on her finger.

When they were ready for war, Locke and her commander walked together to the harbor in Maerin. The first of the ships had drawn closer, flying Scaelan colors, nearly within reach of the shield. The harbor was not big enough for warships, but it dropped anchor just outside the shimmering blue of the outer shield.

“They’re launching a boat,” Kier murmured. They stood on one of the long docks, the wind whipping their hair. Above, the sky was steely and gray.

Grey watched the little boat as it drew closer, her breath catching when she made out the figures of the expedition party, their own retinue waving from the deck, relief swelling through her. They were close enough to hear the collective whooping from the occupants as the boat swept unharmed to the dock.

“They’re safe,” she said, as if to convince herself. Kier moved, stooping down at the edge of the dock as Brit tossed him a line. He tied it off and helped to pull the boat in. Eron crossed over first, helped by Brit and Ola on one side and Kier on the other. His knee was bound and his arm was in a sling, but he was alive, and walking, and he hugged Kier fiercely before he moved on to Grey.

“What did you do?” she asked, her fingers digging into his back as she embraced him.

“You’ll laugh.”

“I won’t.”

He sighed. “I fell from my horse, in the retreat.”

She had lied: she laughed. “I’m sorry!” she said at his poisonous glare. But he didn’t look that angry as he hugged her again.

“You fucking legend,” Brit said, kissing both Grey’s cheeks as they too crossed to the dock. “You absolute power-ridden bitch.”

“They mean that in a positive way,” Ola clarified, pushing past Brit. She gripped Grey’s cheeks, pushing the wind-blown hair out of her face as she searched for any sign of strain. “Love, how are you?”

Grey wanted to cave in to Ola. It was a triumph in itself that she remained upright. “I’m here. We’re alive.”

Ola’s grin warmed as she looked to Kier, releasing Grey. “Captain,” she said affectionately.

“Commander,” Grey corrected. Kier’s hand tightened on her hip in response. She turned back to the sea, to the new boats launching, circling closer. She reached down, found his hand, and squeezed.

“Ready, Locke?” he murmured.

“As I’ll ever be,” she said.

Boat after boat set off, unloaded and returned. Commander Reggin arrived with Cleoc’s Commander Dainridge, a gray-haired woman in her forties with a glare as cold as ice, her skin tanned and wrinkled from years of wind and sunlight. They sent ambassadors, too: Ikaaron, from Scaela, and Yearna, from Cleoc.

“The High Lord plans to arrive this evening,” Ikaaron informed Grey after their introduction, when they’d moved off the dock to the paved area near the harbor. “He wanted to come earlier, but we insisted he wait until the Isle is secure.”

“I’m sure he did,” Grey said drily. “Commander?”

“Yes, my lady?” Kier replied.

“I will take my ambassadors to their rooms. Will you show those responsible for command our armories, then direct them into the war room and have their captains arrange their forces?”

“Yes, my lady.” He hesitated, for just a second. “Will you take Ola and Brit with you?”

“I will, if you bring Eron.”

He nodded, and took leave of her without another word. Her new ambassadors did not seem to notice anything at all between Grey and her commander—she wasn’t hiding their relationship, but she wasn’t yet sure how she wanted to navigate it publicly.

They made their way up from the docks to the fortress. There, Grey showed the ambassadors the new war room and then the rooms she and Kier had prepared for diplomatic guests, where she left them to clean up and change.

They beat Kier and the commanders into the fortress. In the war room, without the others, Grey locked the door and turned to Brit and Ola. “Okay,” she said. “I don’t know how much time we have, but what happened since we left? How long has it been?”

Ola winced. “About two days. After you and Kier jumped, there were a few skirmishes, but no real engagement. Waiting to see what happened next, I suppose.”

Grey nodded. It had been longer than two days on the Isle, but she was glad for the time dilation and the reprieve it granted. “Did you have the chance to see Scaelas?”

“Yes. He was furious at you.”

“They didn’t really know what to do with us at first,” Brit said, leaning against the table, already spread with maps. “Sela was with us for a bit and told us what she could, but otherwise we just kind of… watched. And waited. Pretty much as soon as you two jumped, there was this thick fog over the bay—both Scaelas and Epras sent ships, but it was the oddest thing. They came sailing back within the hour, turned around and redirected. No one could get the full way across, through the fog.”

Grey nodded. She had suspected some sort of shielding, some natural protection as the Isle came back into existence.

“We thought you were dead,” Ola said, not meeting her eye.

“You know me better than that.”

Someone tried the door, paused, then knocked. Grey sighed and reached for the handle. “Let me,” Ola murmured, shooing her away. Grey went, taking her seat at the head of the table.

Ola opened the door to Kier, Reggin, Dainridge and a few other assorted masters and captains and their Hands. Grey watched as they filed in, seating themselves around the table: Kier to her right, Reggin and Dainridge close beside with Reggin’s Hand behind them. In the absence of their sovereigns, Ikaaron and Yearna sat in the positions of Scaelas and Cleoc. Brit and Ola fell into position behind Grey; she presumed Kier had left Eron in charge of organizing the forces still assembling in the harbor.

Every eye was on her, expectant. After a beat, she turned to those around her. “Commander Reggin, Commander Dainridge. Masters. Ambassadors. I welcome you to Locke, though I wish it was under better circumstances. This is Commander Seward, the head of my forces on the Isle.”

Beside her, Kier very nearly smiled. She couldn’t tell if it was because she’d referred to him by his title, or because he was the entire extent of her forces on Locke.

“If we could be informed of the situation in Idistra, we can begin from there,” she said.

“Lady Maryse,” one of the Scaelan masters at the end of the table started, speaking out of turn. “It appears that—”

“Locke.”

A silence spread over the room as every eye turned to Kier, Grey’s included.

“Sorry, Commander Seward?” the master said. He was old enough to be Kier’s father.

Kier raised an eyebrow. “Would you call your own High Lord by name?” The silence was not broken; Grey forced herself to sit straight and tall, unflinching. “She is Locke, Master.”

The master glanced at her, and to Grey’s surprise, he did not look angry—he looked ashamed. They did not hate her.

They feared her.

“My apologies, your majesty,” he said.

“Thank you, Master,” Grey said, pushing away any lingering discomfort. She nodded to her allied commanders. “Your reports, please.”

“Your majesty,” Ikaaron said, bowing his head. He glanced sidelong at Yearna, then launched into his explanation. “Epras and Luthos have declared that their prisoner, Captain Kier Seward, was rightfully captured by their forces, and wrongfully freed by Scaelas. Now that your new Commander Seward has been revealed and is clearly not Locke…”

Grey looked at her hands, and did not correct them.

“… they have insisted that a repayment is due. In return, they have declared that the High Lady should accept the same terms Commander Seward agreed to: marry a suitor of their choice and restore power. If these terms are accepted, they will agree to a treaty with the Isle, and will cease their wars with Scaelas and Cleoc in return.”

Grey raised an eyebrow, trying to keep her features as cool as possible. “They want to marry me?”

“Yes, my lady,” Ikaaron said. “With you married and bound to their suitor, they will see a re-emergence of power simply by being aligned with you, and when you bear an heir, it would be in your line. It has been custom, as long as Locke has existed, to marry strategically for such redirections of power.”

Grey winced. “And if I do not?”

He nodded to Commander Dainridge. Grey turned to face her.

“They have threatened to turn their combined forces on the Isle,” Dainridge said. “Either to decimate everyone who remains here and take you prisoner, or to circle us until we starve.”

“Right,” Grey said flatly.

“You’ve been given three days to make your choice, and if you are not presented for marriage in that time, they will attack.”

She rubbed her temple. She reached through the tether to Kier, but found it curiously blank—he was holding back his own emotions until she made a decision without his influence.

“Those are the terms proposed,” Ikaaron said. He glanced at the others gathered, focusing for a second on Yearna, Cleoc’s ambassador, before he continued. “I have been instructed that we will assist you in defense of the Isle, if you choose to fight; but you could marry instead, if it pleases you. I recognize I am only the Scaelan ambassador and not your own adviser, but if my lord were here, he would offer this counsel: though marriage may seem a bloodless option, he personally would not advise it.”

She was growing quite tired of decisions like this, the choices predetermined and ironclad.

“I will not. That sounds like the fastest way to get killed in my own bed.” She felt an instant, undeniable rush of relief through the tether.

“I would think so too, your majesty,” Ikaaron said. “With your permission, we will send a messenger with your response.”

“So we will fight,” Kier said, “to keep the Isle.”

Grey got up and set to pacing. From here, she could not see down the Isle to Maerin, but she could see the choppy sea, and the ships that had started circling.

“Commanders, what do you propose?” she asked.

They argued over maps and troop formations for hours. If Eprain and Luthar were permitted onto her shores, they would not stop until Grey was dead, so they had to do everything in their power to hold the Isle, to ensure that didn’t happen.

“Is there something we can do?” Reggin’s Hand said when Grey’s head had already been aching for the better part of an hour. “A show of strength? A manipulation of power?”

Grey shook her head. “I don’t know what I could do.”

“Don’t you control it?”

She looked at him, the boy whose youth she hadn’t been able to see past when she first met him. Now, she wondered at it. She glanced at the list she had in front of her, of the names of those sitting before her: the commander’s Hand was listed as A. Reggin. She would eat her own hat if he wasn’t related to the commander, and something about that made her uneasy.

“We could send Locke back to Scaela,” one of the captains near the end of the table said. “Or Cleoc, if they will have her. Just until the Isle is secure.”

Grey glanced at Kier. He looked like he was actually considering it.

“No,” she said. “I will not leave again.” If she did, it would require her to leave Kier—and who knew if she’d be back before the next full moon, to tell Kitalma of her choice? She could not risk it.

They argued until the sun was high in the sky, at which point Grey ordered them to take a break. When she left the war room, she was surprised to find the Isle caught in a swell of activity. She told Ola and Brit to rest and eat, then set off for the highest tower.

No one had established a base there yet. She leaned against the crenelations, wind whipping her hair, threatening to tear it from its braid. At sea, the ships circled, but no one moved to attack.

There were soldiers camped in both Osar and Maerin, with tents pitched in the hilly fields and taking up the villages between. She could see the progress at the harbor, the workers small as ants, as little boats brought supplies ashore, which were then carted to the cities and the fortress. She watched the progress of those tiny people, of those great ships.

Boots sounded on the stairs; she did not turn. “Why won’t you consider going back to Scaela?”

She snorted. “Not a chance.”

Kier came behind her, framing her hands with his, resting his chin on top of her head. “It would be safer,” he said, but it was already a losing battle, and he knew it.

“Safety is overrated.”

He sighed. “Spoken by someone who has never really known it.”

She turned in his arms, tracing the line of his healed collarbone. Safety was one thing—but freedom was another.

She realized that with the flurry of activity on the Isle below, the tenuous nature of her position, and the fact that other nations were already petitioning for her hand, she might not find more time alone with Kier.

Perhaps she had already missed her chance to tell him what she’d done. Perhaps she would never need to tell him at all—but that depended on the choice she still had not made.

“Kier,” she said, her fingers fussing with the curve of the crest on her surcoat. “Would anything change, do you think, if I didn’t have power?”

He laughed. “Did Reggin’s Hand get to your head?” He swept a hand over her hair. “It’s nothing to worry about. You won’t lose your power—it’s an impossibility.”

“But if, say, it happened.”

He rolled his eyes. “It won’t. It can’t.”

“But if I chose to give it up—”

Now he looked at her, narrow-eyed. “What are you thinking of?” he asked.

“Nothing,” Grey said, blush heating her cheeks. “It’s just speculation.”

He leaned close, kissing her forehead. “Like I said. It’s nothing to worry about—nothing will happen to your power. I won’t let it.”

She could not meet his gaze.

“Scaelas and Cleoc should be arriving soon,” he said after a moment. “Shall we go receive them?”

“It’s probably best,” she said, pushing away all thoughts of what she was still considering.

She absorbed the changes in her Isle, the life, as they crossed the paths between the two towns. She was thinking of this when they passed a large stone house in Maerin with carts lined up outside the door. Leaning against one was a familiar figure, making marks in a notebook, her curly black hair secured on top of her head with a spare pencil.

Grey stopped short and felt her heart clench in her chest. “Leonie?”

The medic looked up from her notebook. She was confused for the shortest span of a second before her eyes locked on Grey, then she’d set the notes aside and was walking as quickly as she could into the road. Grey didn’t care for decorum; she ran.

Leonie caught her in her arms. She smelled of herbs and soap and lavender, and Grey buried her face in her neck.

“I didn’t think I would ever see you again,” she admitted.

“Funny,” Leonie said, “because I was explicitly named on your list.”

Grey laughed, pulling back to look her in the face. Leonie had a newly healing scar on the edge of her jaw, straight, from a blade. “I didn’t know you’d have time to get here, after Mecketer.”

Leonie shook her head. “I was moved after the raid, shortly after you left.” She saw something over Grey’s head and her smile grew even wider. “Captain Seward—or Commander now, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Kier said, leaning to kiss Leonie’s hand. “We’re lucky to have you.”

“Ah, better than the last place I was in,” Leonie said. She gently slipped out of Grey’s arms and went back to her list. “It’s good you’re here, actually. For supplies, who do I ask?”

“Um. Me?”

“You’re the High Lady. You shouldn’t worry yourself with trivial matters.”

Grey looked at Kier, but he only shrugged. “Report to me,” she said. “If you come to the fortress and ask for me directly, I’ll make sure they know to admit you.”

Leonie eyed her shrewdly over her notebook. “Be careful who you tell that to, Locke,” she said. “Or else you’ll have everyone in the Isle asking for you.”

Grey rolled her eyes. “I’ll be back when I can,” she promised.

Scaelas and Cleoc did not linger at the harbor, but went into the war room for more arguing as soon as they reached the Isle. Though she had not been reunited with him long, with every look at Scaelas, Grey could tell with absolute certainty that he was furious, and she had little doubt as to the object of his anger.

They were served food as night fell, still debating strategy; as the hours crept on, one by one the captains left to assign watches and make sure their camps were properly established, followed by the masters, until only the commanders remained. It was nearing midnight when Kier finally said, “There’s not much more we can do tonight. Locke?”

She hated the uncertainty, but she agreed.

Reggin and Dainridge and their Hands moved to stand; Cleoc and Scaelas did not move. “If we may have a moment with the Lady?” Scaelas said. At Kier’s withering look, he sighed. “Commander, you may stay.”

The four of them lingered in the room. Cleoc said, “It was a worrying decision, to directly attack one of your ally’s commanders then jump off a cliff.”

Grey crossed her arms. She would not be chastised like a child. “I saved your soldiers’ lives.”

“Nearly at the risk of your own. It’s like you learned it from Seward.”

She leaned back against the table. “I did what I had to do.”

“You nearly died,” Scaelas said, his voice full of scarcely concealed rage. “That is certainly not what I agreed to. Now that we only just have you, you threaten us with your death?”

Cleoc shot him a warning glare. “It is more worrying for an ally to make such rash decisions without consultation,” she said. “I have put my trust in you. Do not make me regret that.”

Before Grey could answer, Cleoc swept out of the room. The door slammed shut behind her.

“Commander Seward,” Scaelas said quietly. “A moment alone with the High Lady?”

“Whatever you need to say to Grey, you can say to me.”

Grey sighed. “Go, Kier. I’ll be up soon.”

He paused for a second, two; then, seeing she wouldn’t change her mind, he too left. Grey turned to face Scaelas, her hands balled into fists.

“I am not your daughter,” she said. “You cannot come here to find me, a grown woman, sovereign to my own nation, and deign to parent me.”

“A cliff, Gremaryse?” Torrin seethed. “A cliff?”

“You told me I could save him!”

“I told you, whatever you did, to not do it alone.”

She threw up her hands. “What else was I to do! Let Kier die?”

“You asked for my help, and then you did that! I don’t know—you could have followed the rules, for once in your life. Even if you ran off with Captain Seward, you should’ve brought him back to the fort, to your allies. We could’ve handled this correctly and safely.”

“I was doing what I thought was best.”

“You don’t know anything about how this works,” Torrin snapped.

“You’ve made your stance on the matter very clear. But as I would remind you, your majesty—you are not my father.”

Torrin shook his head slowly. “I am not,” he said. The fight went out of him; he, too, leaned on the table, his arm against hers. “Do you feel them press upon your heart, Maryse?”

She felt her jaw tighten, the weight of them crushing down. “Yes,” she said finally. “Sometimes.”

“As do I.” He looked down at her—he was nearly a foot taller, built like one of his nation’s hulking trees—and she saw the sadness in his eyes. “Your father was like a brother to me. The first person in this world I ever knew. They say, in the old religion of Scaela, mages and wells were one soul cleft in two: if that was true, he was mine.”

“We don’t have that story on Locke.”

“I know. Probably because it requires trusting another person.” Blood and betrayal. That is your legacy.

She pushed that aside. “You’re a well,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And my father’s Hand, before he married my mother.”

Torrin looked away. “Yes.”

“Did you love him?”

“Not in the way of you and your commander,” he said, considering. “But in my own way. As, I suppose, we all do.”

Grey nodded. That she could understand.

“To lose you would be like knowing his death all over again,” Torrin said quietly. Behind them, the fire was crackling low in the grate; soon, it would be only embers. She did not move to prod it back to life.

“I am not yours to lose,” she said, but gently this time.

“I know,” Torrin said. “That doesn’t make it easier.”

Kier barely stirred when she finally came down from the tower, where she’d been pacing and watching the sea. She found one of his shirts, exchanged her own clothes for it and slid into bed. He immediately turned, pulling her against his chest.

“You’re cold,” he said against her shoulder, adjusting her so her back was flush with his front, his legs pressed to hers.

“I wasn’t ready for sleep,” she admitted. “Did anyone question you, when you came to my rooms?”

“No. You have no guard. The others went to sleep hours ago.”

“Oh.”

He pressed a kiss to the space under her ear. “Was he very disappointed? Scaelas?”

“No,” Grey said, unable to fully account for the lump in her throat. She laced her fingers with Kier’s and pulled his arms even tighter around her. “He told me about my father.”

Kier was quiet for a moment. “Perhaps it’s a good thing,” he said, “to have some part of him. Of his memory.”

Grey nodded. “Perhaps,” she said. But she lay awake in the dark for a long time after that, thinking of her ghosts.







Blood of my blood, soul of my soul, thine hand is over my heart. When you ache, then shall I ache; when you perish, then shall I perish. What is known to me is known to you. Let me not break this troth.

Verse 27, The Holy Verses of the Isle, often used in rituals of binding and marriage
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IT WAS DECIDED THAT Scaelas and Cleoc would provide enough soldiers to keep the Isle and hold it until they could force a surrender from Epras and Luthos—or until Grey could find some other way to assert her dominance over the nation’s power.

Judging by the growing number of Eprain’s ships circling, waiting for a sign of weakness, Grey understood that the latter option was the desirable one.

While Scaelas and Cleoc went to speak to their advisers, Grey left the planning in the war rooms to her commanders and went to check on how preparations were progressing. Kier sent a pulse of reassurance through the tether as she left the room; she ignored it.

One of Cleoc’s attendants waited for her in a side room. She curtsied when Grey entered. “Your majesty,” she said. “Please accept this gift, from my nation.”

Grey crossed to the heavy wooden trunk and opened it. Inside, she found a number of rich, dark fabrics in shades of black and gray and navy with a few flashes of ivory silk. She sat back on her heels—it was the wardrobe that Sela had commissioned. On top, she found a letter, sealed with a modified Stratan crest pressed into the wax.

“Thank you,” she said to the attendant, forcing herself through speechlessness. “I am immensely grateful to you, your nation and your lady.” And its daughter, she thought.

After the attendant left, she opened the letter.


My fearsome Lady Locke,

I am not allowed to join you on your Isle, and I am not as brave as you—you, for certain, would’ve found yourself a place on one of those ships, forbidden or not. I hope you do not think badly of me for my weakness.



Grey scoffed. If she had to worry about Sela on top of everything else, she might actually combust. She frowned, annoyed at herself for a moment, for finally understanding Torrin’s healthy fear for her own safety.


I know this gift is small, and possibly insignificant. I cannot give you my sword or the promise of a nation I haven’t yet inherited. I can barely help you. But you are the strongest person I know, and the strongest well. You will be okay. You have to be okay.

Thank you for your ruthlessness, Grey. It is its own kind of safety.

Yours,

W. N.

PS You can’t die, because I’ve already started planning Locke’s resurrection party, and the plans I have are in no way appropriate for a funeral.



She laughed, pushing away tears that threatened to overflow. She rifled through the fabrics, and was halfway through when she felt the press of cold metal. She frowned, pushing aside the top layer of clothes to reveal a set of cleverly made armor. It was dark silver, glimmering in the stormy light through the windows, overlaid with patterns of birds and ivy. It was, she realized with some awe, a twin to the armor Kitalma wore in the icons.

She clutched the metal, feeling the cold bite of it under her fingers. Ruthlessness was, she agreed, its own kind of safety.

That evening, while Kier and Dainridge and Reggin continued their planning, Grey took a candle and made her way through the dark halls to the administrative wing of the fortress. Cleoc and Scaelas and their various clerks and advisers had taken up most of the rooms, but, probably at Scaelas’s instruction, Grey’s mother’s office was left free for her.

She hesitated at the door. It was warded—perhaps that was the true reason. Perhaps she was assigning kindnesses to Torrin that didn’t belong.

The door opened easily beneath her touch, only creaking a little. She carried a leather satchel of documents over her shoulder, passed from the other sovereigns for her review. She set the documents on the carved wood desk and took the room in: the walls were covered with bookshelves, bearing old treatises and folklore alike. It was small, but far more nicely appointed than any commander’s office she’d been in before. She could not say if it rivaled the luxury of Torrin’s private office; she had never been there.

She lit the fire in the grate, then sat behind the desk. There was a stack of letters in the middle, seals broken, all bearing correspondence that was now worthless. She ran her fingers over the parchment to the other side, where her mother had been halfway through writing a response to Maerin’s harbormaster. She read it over, but it was irrelevant: preparing for renovations to the port that had never happened.

She sighed and pulled out the documents from the satchel. Grey read the proposed articles of the treaty with Scaela and Cleoc Strata until her eyes were heavy with strain, until the door opened and Kier slipped through, his coat as dark and shadowed as the night itself.

He perched on the edge of the desk. “It’s late,” he said, his gaze careful. “Tomorrow is our last day of peace before it all goes to shit, and you need to rest. You should come to bed.”

Grey glanced at the timepiece on his wrist. “It’s not that late,” she said. Not even midnight. “And you can’t order me around anymore.”

That got a smile out of him. “Oh, I can try.”

She sat back, folding her hands over her lap. Her fingers were cold—she was not yet skilled at keeping fires going in the hearth. Kier must’ve noted the whiteness of her knuckles—he took her hands in his and rubbed the warmth back into them.

“Is it odd?” she asked. “That no one thinks you have power over me anymore? That they no longer see me as just your well?”

Kier snorted. “I never saw you as just my well.”

“Maybe not, but no one else asked my opinion.”

He thought for a moment, bringing one of her hands to his lips, then the other. “It never mattered, what they thought,” he said after a moment. “I always saw you as my equal. Every decision I made, it was with your counsel.”

Grey looked away. Kier misinterpreted her guilt—he took her chin in his hand, turned her face back to him. “Nothing has changed, Grey. Not for me.”

She regarded him, studied his features. She nodded, and he nodded back.

“You should sleep when you can,” he said.

“I will, after I finish this. Half an hour more.”

He sighed, but leaned in to kiss her forehead. “I’m timing you, Locke.”

An hour later, the door opened again. Grey didn’t glance up. “I’m coming, I’m coming,” she murmured.

“Unfortunately, I don’t think we can enjoy that kind of relationship anymore.”

She looked up, the pen falling from her hand, dripping ink across the note on tributes she was halfway through making. Leonie stood in the doorway, leaning on a cane. Grey frowned—she doubted the Isle’s stormy weather was good for Leonie’s bones.

“Please, sit,” she said, nodding to one of the chairs on the other side of the desk. Leonie crossed the carpet, leaving the door cracked behind her. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“It’s odd, hearing you talk like a noble.” Leonie smiled, easing herself into the chair. She wore a gray coat over her black skirt, and the sight of it brought a lump to Grey’s throat. “And it’s to whom. It’s the same answer as always, since neither of you is capable of looking after yourselves without the other getting involved. The commander sent me.”

“Ah.”

Leonie shifted her arm, and Grey realized she carried a basket. She drew out a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Think it’s still good?”

Grey snorted. There was no point explaining the time dilation, the unchanging nature of the Isle, the bodies. “I suspect we’re going to find out.”

Leonie’s grin widened. She uncorked the bottle with a thin knife from her belt, then poured two glasses. “Not too much,” Grey cautioned. “I need a clear head, and Kier thinks I should go to bed.”

“I don’t believe we need to heed his every word. After all, he also said Eron would beat Ola in a fight, and that’s certainly false.”

“What kind of fight?” Grey asked, accepting the glass Leonie handed her, and the subsequent clink of their glasses as they toasted. She took a sip: the wine was rich and dark, probably plum. Probably a gift from Nestria sixteen seasons ago.

“Oh, you know. No magic, sparring, the usual.” Leonie sighed, sitting back. Grey watched the tension leaving her shoulders, and wondered if she herself would ever be able to relax again.

“You didn’t have to follow me here.”

Leonie looked over her shoulder, watching the crackling fire. It was a novelty to the Scaelans, Grey supposed; even with its familiarity, it was a novelty to her, too. Magefire did not crackle like real flames; it did not smell like clean pine and woodsmoke.

“I told you I would be here if you had need of me.”

Grey closed her eyes. “I do not want to bring people close to me if it’s only sentencing them to death.”

“Do you really believe that’s what this is?” Leonie said, taking another sip of her wine. Grey wanted to throw caution to the winds, drain the entire glass to the dregs and let her hair loose as she stood on the highest tower of her own Isle. “Do you have so little faith that we may live?”

She swallowed hard, taking a mouthful of wine with it. “They expect something great of me,” she said.

“Of course they do. You raised the Isle with blood and intention alone.”

Not alone.

“What?”

Grey looked up. She hadn’t realized she’d said it aloud. But Leonie was watching her with care, and caution—and gods, she just wanted someone else to know about her decision. Not to help; but just to hold it, so she did not have to carry the weight of it alone.

“If I tell you something,” she said, running her fingertip along the rim of the glass, “can I trust your confidence?”

Leonie snorted. “I knew you were Locke for the better part of a year, and I said nothing then.”

Grey scrutinized her. Leonie only refilled her glass. “You did?”

“With the way you manipulated power? With how you healed your captain? Of course I knew, Grey. I’m no fool.”

“Kier is dead.”

Leonie’s hand slipped; she nearly dropped the bottle, but recovered quickly. She set it down, out of the range of the papers, as Grey took a long sip of her wine. “Grey—I just saw him. He sent me. I told you.”

Grey shook her head. “That’s not what I mean.”

Leonie raised a brow and leaned in closer, her elbows on the desk.

“When we raised Locke,” Grey said miserably, the ache of it returning to her chest at even the slightest thought of it—she wondered if she would always have it, right there within reach, when she recalled the absence of his heartbeat. “Kier… was not alive when we arrived on the Isle. I checked his pulse. I tried to bring him back. For a while, Leonie.”

Leonie nodded slowly, looking away. She knew Grey’s training: if Grey had declared Kier beyond saving, if she had given up on him coming back, then he was surely dead.

“My mother appeared to me, and my father and brother, and the goddess Kitalma. They told me that to resurrect the Isle, a sacrifice was needed.”

“And that sacrifice was Kier,” Leonie said. “But…”

Grey nodded, barely able to speak past the tightness in her chest. “But.”

“He’s walking now.”

“I was offered a trade. By the goddess.”

“Grey…”

She shook her head. She could not say it for a moment of quiet breathing, and then she forced the words out: “I have time, yet. But I can either keep my power… or Kier can keep his freedom.”

Leonie sucked a breath through her teeth. “And if you lose your power, will all power fade?”

“No,” Grey said, considering. “The goddess said Kier will still be able to draw from the Isle, and my own heir will continue the line. So it is just… me.”

“And if Kier gives his freedom?”

“If I give it,” Grey corrected, feeling the distinction was important. “Then Kier can never again leave the Isle. He will live the rest of his days here, and then he will die here.”

“He can never go home.”

“No,” Grey said.

Leonie nodded thoughtfully. She ran the tip of her finger over the wrinkled edge of the bottle’s label. “And have you decided?”

Grey rubbed her eyes. That was the question, wasn’t it? Every time she opened her mouth to tell Kier, every time the words tangled on her tongue—because she had decided, and the decision made her ache.

“He’s already given everything up for me,” she said, the words thick in her throat. “I cannot take more from him.”

Leonie’s hand stopped moving. “So you would give it up? You would give away everything?”

“It’s no more than he already sacrificed,” Grey said, the knot finally breaking. She took a ragged breath and wiped away her tears with her sleeve.

That was when she saw him, in the shadows of the doorway. He had one hand on the door still, frozen, halfway through pushing it open.

“Leonie,” Kier said. His voice was quiet, but the intensity of it made Grey’s blood run cold. She reached for the tether—but in that very moment, Kier snapped it. “If I may, I need to speak with the High Lady.”

Cold dread spread through her at the tone of his voice. She knew, with utter certainty, that she had made a grave mistake in not telling him—and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it, no defense she could use, no high ground she could take.

Leonie paled, turning to look at Kier. She twisted to look back at Grey, but Grey only shook her head. The damage was already done.

“Of course,” Leonie said. She left Grey one more lingering glance, took her bottle and the glasses and went out. Kier shut the door behind her.

He raised his eyes to Grey, finally. Only then did she see the full extent of his anger, written in the paleness of his face, the sharpness of his gaze, the ticking muscle of his jaw. She’d seen that expression before—but she’d never seen it directed at her.

He was still dressed, despite his earlier beckoning for her to come to bed—he had probably been working, too, at the desk in their room. Preparing for the battle to come. She regarded him, taking in the lines of his face in the firelight; she could not read him.

“What was I to do?” she asked, when she could not bear the silence anymore. She didn’t know how long he’d been there, how much he’d heard, but he’d certainly caught the worst of it.

“You should’ve told me,” he said, his voice shaking with fury.

Blood and betrayal. That’s the legacy of Locke.

She rose to her feet like a thundercloud. “You cannot be mad at me for saving your life.”

“You didn’t save my life!” Kier shouted. “I died, Grey. Don’t you think I deserved to know that?”

“I was going to tell you,” she said, fighting to keep her own voice level, “once I decided what to do.”

“And you don’t think I should get a say?” He whirled, finding an inkpot on one of the bookshelves. He threw it; she winced when it hit the stone wall above the fireplace and shattered in a spray of black drops and glass. “Fuck!”

“You have no reason to be furious about this,” Grey said, her nails digging into the wood of the desk. “And if you insist on it, you can go home and be mad in your mothers’ house. When this battle is over, you are free to leave, if you wish.”

He whirled on her, face blank for the barest second as he processed, then his fury intensified. His hands were clenched into fists at his side. “You. Will. Not. Give. Up. Your. Power.”

She stared at him, jaw throbbing from how tightly she was clenching it. When it was clear he was not going to say anything else until she did, she said, “I will not take your freedom, Kiernan.”

“Give me that choice,” he hissed.

“I give you all the choices!” Grey shouted back. She wanted to throw an inkpot herself, but she did not.

He shook his head, the vein in his temple throbbing. He went over to the fireplace and picked up the biggest piece of ink-stained glass from the mantel before he threw it in the fire. “I have never made a choice without consulting you,” he said, his voice pitched so low she barely heard it. Grey watched the fight run out of him as he gripped the mantel like it was the only thing that would keep him upright through this betrayal.

She swallowed, forcing the pain down. “I love you. Every choice I have made, that I am making, is because I love you.”

His hand tightened on the mantel, knuckles going white. “Why must you always sacrifice yourself, and call that love?”

She drew a sharp breath. It was a fatal blow, and they both knew it.

Kier did not look at her. He did not say anything as he turned away and went out, shutting the door behind him, leaving her standing in the wake of his destruction.







Grape –

Look after him. Please. I know he would die for you, but I think it’s in all of our best interests if you don’t let him. He has given up everything for you (and I support him in this decision), but I beg of you: don’t let him give up his life.

Letter from Lieutenant Lotrain Seward to Grey Flynn, 7 years PD
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THAT NIGHT, GREY SLEPT alone.

She woke too early and returned to her office, working through treaties that would never be signed if she died. After, she fled to the infirmary, helping Leonie and her handful of healers prepare for the looming battle. Kier did not tether nor pull from her. If he found it an inconvenience, being without magic, he did not tell her.

She returned to the war rooms in the afternoon and took her seat between Cleoc and Scaelas. The maps on the tables were tidier, marked now with the bases for different regiments and the plans for attack, inked with notes. Kier stood at the other end of the table, leaning over them, with Reggin at one shoulder. Reggin’s Hand sat in the chair his mage had previously occupied. Grey found her eyes often slipping to him, doing her best to distract herself from Kier’s coldness with other thoughts, wondering at their relationship. Would her own father or uncle or brother drag her into war?

She felt Torrin’s anxiety radiating off him. Perhaps her own was as thick, as noticeable—perhaps everyone misread the tension between Locke and her commander as concern for the battle to come.

“If you think you’re ready,” Reggin was saying to Kier, “then you should trust that instinct.” At Kier’s nod, Reggin turned to the rest of the table. “We will focus our forces here, and here, as Commander Seward has suggested.” Grey followed the indications on the map.

“Locke?” Scaelas said. “What do you think?”

She thought her head was going to explode, and she did not have the brain for strategy. She knew, with perfect muscle memory, how to wield a blade, how to fight, how to defend. She couldn’t keep looking at Kier and seeing the disappointment lurking beneath the surface. She glanced quickly at Scaelas, then used a line she’d heard from him more than once: “I will defer to the wisdom of my commanders.”

The corner of Scaelas’s mouth twitched up. Dainridge, Reggin and Seward were all in agreement: Kier would pull down the temporary shields and open the Isle to attack when their time was up, when Grey’s final rejection of marriage was received.

“The only question that remains,” Dainridge said, pacing behind the table, “is that of Locke.”

Grey’s head snapped up. “In what way?”

“Where will you be during the battle, your majesty?”

She glanced at Cleoc. “I’ll be in the fortress, safe,” Cleoc said, perfunctory, her hands folded on the table. “I am no soldier.”

Scaelas cleared his throat. “And I will be with my forces. Fighting.”

Grey raised an eyebrow at him, daring him to tell her what to do—but he did not.

“Then Locke, too, will remain in the fortress,” someone said at the end of the table. One of Cleoc’s masters, Grey thought.

“I will not,” she snapped. “I will be fighting with—” She cut off, the thought interrupted before she could finish it: she’d been about to say, I will be fighting with my mage.

What had Cleoc said to her, on that day when they were trying to figure out the problem of Kier’s imprisonment? She could not be loyal to both her Isle and her mage.

Across the table, she met Kier’s eye. He was still angry—but there was surrender there. He would not offer counsel, not on her life; not when this decision mattered so much. He was watching her carefully, but he would not make nor unmake her decisions.

Perhaps, she thought grimly, it was payback for her making decisions without him.

“They’re after you, Locke,” Commander Reggin said very carefully, as if urging her to consider her words when her own commander remained silent. “If you are captured…”

“They are here,” Torrin said, not meeting her eye, “to take you prisoner.”

Grey pressed her lips together. She looked at Cleoc, who did not want a rash, impulsive girl for an ally, who would not trust her if she acted out of hand; she looked at Scaelas, who would be fighting under his own banner, but who looked nauseous at the thought of her doing the same.

And then at Kier, who only waited. Who had already died for her once. She ached for all the things she should’ve done differently, all the words she should’ve told him before they’d gotten this far.

If she died in battle, she could not save him.

“I will be in the fortress,” she said, tasting bile in her mouth, “helping as best I can.”

Kier let out a breath. She did not need to be tethered to him to sense his relief.

“But I refuse to be taken prisoner,” she said, folding her hands in front of her. She remembered the feeling in her stomach when her mother perished in battle. “If I am to remain here, then I want poison or a blade. In case they take the Isle.”

Scaelas did not meet her eye.

But Kier did. When she glanced up, he was looking at her steadily. She had been such a fool, to try to make decisions like this without taking him into account. They always chose the cliff, the poison, the blade, to be the sacrifice—they always chose one another.

She remembered her mother braiding poison into her hair. Her father checking her boots for blades. Severin, not hesitating to kill the girl he thought he would marry. She thought of holding Kier’s hand as they jumped. She felt, with bile in her throat, of how she had taken the choice of sacrifice or salvation away from him. And again, she thought of how she couldn’t bear it—and how, if she took the choice away from him, he would be so much more likely to decide on his own sacrifice, without her.

“Then you shall have both, at your disposal,” Kier said.

When darkness finally fell, the eve before the battle to come, Kier was not in her room when she went upstairs to bed. The door to his own room, his actual room, was firmly closed. She had not been able to catch a moment with him before they were both pulled in different directions—and still, she was not sure what to say.

She left it. She bathed, sitting in the water with her knees pulled to her chest until it went cold. Then she dressed in warm clothes and a cloak, and left her hair wet down her back, though her grandmother always told her that would be the death of her. She walked through the fortress like a ghost, then up and up and up.

Alone, on the roof of Locke’s tallest tower, she looked out at her Isle.

The stone of the crenelations was frigid under her hands. The torches in the harbor glowed with violet magelight, a warning to any ships that sailed too close. There were a few lights spread around the Isle as soldiers from each camp kept watch. Far offshore, the ships circled. She did not know how much longer they would keep their distance, treating her like prey.

There were boots on the stairs behind her. Grey stiffened, expecting Kier—but it was only Ola who came, wrapped in a blanket, her hair loose over her shoulders. She moved next to Grey and let her head fall on her shoulder.

“I imagine you’re not here of your own free will,” Grey said bitterly.

“Would you believe me if I said I was?”

Grey shot her a scathing look.

Ola sighed. “You’re a good one, Flynn. If you must know, the commander came into my room in a rage the other night and demanded that I make sure you actually went to sleep tonight.”

Damn him.

“You fought.”

It wasn’t a question, so Grey did not answer it. “Do you think we’ll survive tomorrow?” she asked instead, desperate to think of anything else.

“Who knows,” Ola said. “But there have been many days when I’ve asked that question, so it’s not much of a change.”

Grey snorted. “I have never felt so powerless in my life,” she said finally. “Everyone here seems determined to die for me. And I— I don’t know, Ol. There has to be something I can do, something that will save them.”

“You’ve been determined to die for everyone else, Grey,” Ola said mildly.

“It’s different,” Grey insisted.

“Is it?”

She didn’t answer. The only noise was the waves crashing below as she considered this. “I might understand why Kier is angry,” she said finally. “But that doesn’t explain why everyone else is willing to die.”

Ola chewed on her lip. “If it helps, it’s not about you at all. Locke was always the linchpin in the middle of a complex set of treaties. It benefits Scaelas and Cleoc to return to that.”

Grey put her elbows on the stone and rested her head in her hands. It did help, and she did know that, though it was easy to forget. It was almost a relief to know they were following her for her political significance rather than her personality. “And there’s been no word from Nestria. They hope to remain neutral, to fall in with the favor of whoever wins.”

“Lucky bastards,” Ola said simply, rubbing Grey’s back. “I envy them. If only someone would do the work for us.”

They stood in silence for a while, listening to the wind, growing progressively more damp as the clouds spat down their drizzle. Grey watched the warships out at sea.

She flexed her fingers, checking in on her well, and the gentle pull of the power from the Isle. Now, days into her position as Locke, she understood it further. It was like a mapwork of light inside of her: she could feel the strongest tether, between her and Kier, shining golden and strong; there was another flow of power too, a doorway between her and the Isle.

But something had changed, since time started again. She felt pinpricks within her of all other wells. Before, when she’d reached for someone’s power on the battlefield, to rip it away, it had been there when she’d looked for it. Now, she didn’t even need to look. She could see the connections, like silvery threads of power, winding from Locke to those who carried its riches.

“I think they expect something impressive of me,” she said quietly.

Ola scoffed. “You’re Locke. You brought back an entire island. How much more impressive do you need to be?”

Grey sighed. “I don’t know. And I don’t know how. I barely have a grip on my own power—I’ve only been here for a few days. But I have to do something.”

“Like what?” Ola asked. “Blow up the Isle?”

Grey elbowed her arm. “I don’t know,” she said. “Bigger than that, even. It seemed like when they presented their choices, there were only two: marry or fight. But what if there’s a third choice? One of my own making? One that does not force so many to their deaths?”

“Any ideas? Happy to brainstorm.”

Grey laughed without humor. “I don’t think it’s that easy.” She stretched her hands, feeling the power of the Isle running through her. “Do you remember, in the valley, when we thought we were going to die?”

“How could I forget?” Ola said. “I would count it among the finest hours of our friendship.”

Grey shifted her weight, the thoughts crystalizing. “I’ve been thinking,” she said. “Back there, I… ripped the power away. It hurt, but I did it.”

“It didn’t just hurt, Grey. It nearly killed you.”

She inclined her head, allowing that. “But what if I could do it on a larger scale?”

Ola was quiet for a moment, considering that. “I think,” she said carefully, “you would be showing your hand, and demonstrating that you have a control of the power that… puts you more at risk.”

“I agree.”

“And if it nearly killed you last time to pull the power from a few dozen wells, I can’t imagine the catastrophic disaster to your own body to pull it from thousands. Can you even do that, at a distance? How would it work?”

“I don’t know.” Grey pressed her lips together. She had known for long enough that it was very possible she’d become a casualty of this war herself. “I’m not worried about dying,” she lied.

Ola rolled her eyes. “Well, it makes things a lot easier if you don’t die,” she said.

“It would save lives. If I could do it.”

“But what if you can’t, and you die too?”

Grey shrugged. There was no way around it, and Ola was right: it was possible she could pull that much power, but there was very little chance of her own survival if she did. Besides: “I think, if I did it. If I pulled the power. I think everyone would hate me. Or fear me, at the very least.” She chewed her lip, her eyes watering in the frigid wind. “I have no desire to flex my hand and control the nation.”

“Even if it saves lives?” Ola said, flipping her own argument back on her.

Grey had nothing to say to that.

Ola snuggled in closer, stealing Grey’s warmth. “You know how I envy Nestria? Because they get to watch how everything plays out, before they decide?”

“Yes?” She didn’t know where Ola was going with this.

“Well, I absolutely, positively do not envy you.”

Kier had not warded his door.

It was too soon to make up, and his anger was probably still burning bright like a live coal, but they would be back at war very soon, so she did not have time to give him to cool down.

She thought again of choices yet unmade. There had to be a third option to save the Isle, one that did not guarantee the loss of her freedom or the death of everyone she loved.

But she already had three choices to save Kier’s life, or take it, and she did not think she would find a loophole, nor seek another. What she had to do was work within the choices she was given—what she had to do was speak to the only person who knew her at all.

He slept curled on his side, as always, dimly outlined by the embers of the fire dying in the grate. Grey shut his door behind her and took off her boots and crawled into his bed with her damp clothes still on. He woke up instantly, pulling her close out of muscle memory before he remembered his fury. He released her, blinking warily.

“I’m sorry,” Grey said, kneeling in the space next to him. “You’re right. I should have asked you.”

He sat up, rubbing his eyes. The blankets fell to his hips, revealing his bare stomach, his back. “You should’ve,” he agreed.

She looked at him unhappily. In six years, they had not gone longer than hours without talking to one another, let alone days. “I don’t want to fight anymore,” she said quietly.

He regarded her, seeing past all her protections, as he always did, then nodded, seemingly coming to some decision. She was not yet forgiven, but he was no longer irate.

He hesitated, then took her hand and raised it to his lips. “Have you slept?” he asked.

“No.”

“You should.”

“This is more important.” She drew a breath. “Kier, I would give everything in the world for you. Without a second thought.”

He leaned forward, moving his hand from hers to cup her cheek. “I know you would,” he said solemnly, “but you do not allow me to do the same.” His thumb skimmed her cheekbone. She turned her head to press a kiss to his palm.

“What is love, without freedom?” she murmured against his skin.

He leaned close to kiss her shoulder, then to whisper in her ear. “What is life, without you?”

She swallowed down the lump in her throat. She gripped Kier’s shoulders, strong and scarred, and pulled him against her. She kissed him hard, fitting her body to his. He was hesitant for the barest second before he rose up to meet her. She worshiped him with lips and teeth and tongue, breaking the kiss only long enough for him to pull her shirt over her head before his mouth was back against hers. She wrestled out of the rest of her damp clothes, fighting to get as close to him as possible.

She could barely think as he flipped them, pressing her back to the bed with his full weight. His hand slipped between her thighs, and she groaned as his teeth found her shoulder; she twisted her hands in his hair and pulled.

“Promise me,” he said as he positioned himself, the weight of his hips pressing hard against hers as he drew her knee up.

“Promise you what?” she gasped, digging her nails in, arching closer as he hesitated the barest distance from burying himself inside of her.

He leaned up onto one elbow so he could see her face. “Do not give up your power for me,” he murmured, and she felt every muscle in his body still as he waited for her answer.

She ghosted her thumb over the scar on his lip, up over the ridge of his crooked nose, then under his eye. “I will not give up my power,” she said, the words catching in her throat.

He kissed her, bearing her down into the bed, and there was nothing further left to say.

“Will you tell me how it happened?” he murmured against her skin. His head rested on her breast, her fingers carding through his hair. They both needed to sleep, but she couldn’t bear the idea of closing her eyes. “When I died?”

She swallowed hard, fighting against the instant lump in her throat, but she owed him this. “What do you want to know?” she asked.

He ran a hand along her side, trailing over her waist, her hip, her thigh. “I want to know whatever you will tell me. What you can tell me.”

She stared up at the ceiling, the shadows of this room as familiar to her as anywhere on this Isle was—which was to say, as familiar as her own heart, and just as painful.

“You deserve to know it all,” she said. So she told him—she told him about how the sea tore them apart, and how she called for her gods. She told him about waking on the shore, and trying to force his heart to beat, and breaking his body in the process. The only reason she finished her sentences was because he grasped her in his arms and whispered, I’m here, I’m here, I’m here into her hair, and she felt the steady thrum of his heart under her fingertips, and the healed bones beneath her hands, the echoes of her power still singing inside of his body. She told him about Kitalma and the Ghostwood. Her mother’s face. Her father’s warning. The shape of his body on the altar.

“Three choices,” Kier repeated once she was finished. “Three different sacrifices. My freedom. Your power. My life.”

“Yes,” Grey said. They were sitting up now, his back to the headboard, Grey cradled in his arms.

He sighed, pulling her closer. His lips grazed her temple as he said, “And I don’t suppose you would just… let me die. Return everything to normal.”

Icy dread pooled in her stomach, and she sent the full force of her grief down the tether. Kier drew a sharp breath, catching the brunt of it, his hands tightening on her arms. “Don’t you dare ask that of me,” she said. “Don’t go making a martyr of yourself. That is not a viable option.”

“We might still die tomorrow,” he reminded her.

“Then we’ll do it together,” Grey said fiercely. She levered up, turning around, moving a leg over his hip so she was facing him. She cupped his chin, forcing him to look at her. “I am not choosing an option that guarantees your death, Kier. I have already lost everyone. You cannot ask me to give you up, too. You said—” She broke off, the grief too thick. Kier wrapped her tighter in his arms, but he waited for her to finish.

Grey recovered. “You said that the only love I know is sacrifice.”

He winced. “It was not my finest moment.”

“No, maybe not. But perhaps you’re right. Everyone I’ve ever loved has died for me, or tried to. But Kiernan, I want to love you without fearing that you will die, too. I want to love you knowing that I’ll wake up in the morning and you’ll still be here. That you won’t go racing into the next battle to save me, facing the next obstacle without me, because you’re trying to protect me.

“We buried my parents. My last memory of this place was bringing it down, taking Severin’s hands in mine and detonating him to save myself. That is the kind of sacrifice love has made for me—that love has made me bear. You saw what it was like down there—what happened. What I did. You know that they died for me, that Sev did, that this whole Isle gave up its life so I could survive. I cannot lose you, too. And if that means I will lose my power—”

“No,” Kier said. “That is not a viable option, either.”

“Kier—”

“Listen to me.” He cupped his hands around her skull, cradling her head. “You are Locke. The nation—the whole of Idistra—is too unstable to continue without you being in control. Totally in control. You are too valuable for that kind of sacrifice. I would never ask you to make it, and if you chose to do it on your own, you would never find the end of my fury.”

Grey turned her face away.

Softer, he continued, “Take my freedom, Grey. Everything I have is yours. Everything I am is yours. Take my freedom, and keep your power, and keep my life. If you are here, I want to live. Even if it requires haunting this godforsaken rock for the rest of my life, never being more than an hour’s walk from you at any time—because, honestly, that’s how we would be anyway.”

“I can’t,” Grey said. “I can’t.”

“You can, and you will,” he insisted. “It’s yours, Gremaryse Locke, High Lady of the Isle and keeper of my heart, just as I am yours. Take it. Take it all.”

She couldn’t speak. She leaned down, pressing her lips to his, surrendering even as she sent her worry down the tether. “Win me my Isle,” she said against his mouth, “and it is done.”

He pulled back for just a moment, studying her face. Kier, her Kier, with his uneven handsomeness, and the glimmer in his eye, and that serious line sprouting up between his brows that deepened with every passing day. What a beautiful thing it was, to watch him grow older. To watch him live.

“Then it is done,” he agreed, pulling her back down.

“Commander?”

Kier shifted behind her, his skin pressed to hers. He sighed against her hair and she felt him move, drawing the quilt up to cover her where it must’ve slipped in the night.

She opened her eyes to find pale blue magelight filling the room, deepening the shadows. As her eyes adjusted, she could make out one of Kier’s new squires, already dressed. He was not looking at her, either out of propriety or because he found the hard lines of Kier’s body far more interesting than hers.

“What is it?” Kier asked, sitting up.

“A boat has been spotted drawing near to the beach, sir. The ships are lowering more. They are shielding, so we cannot tell how many there are. We think they mean to attack before first light.”

“Very well. Thank you, Nahir. Have you told anyone else?”

“You’re the first, sir. I went to wake Locke before you…” He trailed off, not willing to point out that Locke was here. Grey bit her lip to keep her expression blank.

“Please wake Reggin and Dainridge, if they’re not already up. Scaelas, too; and Cleoc for good measure.”

“Yes, sir.”

Kier was out of bed before the squire was fully out of the room. Even though he slept in Grey’s room most nights, they’d had the foresight to keep some of his clothes here; he pulled power from Grey and lit the room with a magelight as he quickly dressed.

She sat up, letting the blankets fall. Groggily, she found a sachet of his contraceptive herbs in the table by his bedside and took a measure of them dry. If they survived this, she would have to see Leonie about a more permanent measure.

“Are you going to the war room?”

“Yes,” he said, fastening his trousers. He poured her a glass of water from the pitcher on his dresser; she accepted it gratefully. “Then onwards from there, I suspect.”

She nodded. She would be needed in the war room, too; then Kier would go, and she would stay, and she would feel every single second as an hour.

He came close as if reading her thoughts and dropped next to her on the bed. He cupped her chin in his hand. “I won’t fault you for leaving the fortress, for fighting, if that’s what you choose.”

“I haven’t decided,” she admitted. Then, “Are you afraid?”

“Petrified,” he said cheerfully. He rested his forehead against hers. Then, haltingly, he said, “Locke will not fall again, Grey. I swear it to you: there will be no second death.”

She brushed her knuckles over his cheek, feeling the drag of the stubble on his jaw. “I trust you,” she said.

He leaned in to kiss her tenderly. There would be no further time for goodbyes, in the war room, in front of the other sovereigns and their military leaders. “Please don’t die again,” she whispered when he broke free.

She felt his smile against her lips. “And miss my chance to make myself insufferable? I think not.”

He kissed her once more, and then he was gone.







You are not, in any circumstances, to abandon your mage. Without you, they are as good as dead.

Wielding Power, Volume 1: Third Edition, revised PD
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THEY WERE ONLY IN the war room long enough for the lookouts to give their reports before the commanders left to direct their forces. Kier bowed his head, kissed her hand and said a gruff “My lady,” and then he was following Scaelas and Reggin and Dainridge into battle.

Without her.

Ola and Brit were already in the field. Eron, still injured, had been ordered by Leonie to stay away—and that meant he was assigned to stay with Grey.

She kept a thought on Kier, feeding him power as he moved down the Isle. He sent her a swell of reassurance and love and the promise that he would be back soon.

“Well, Locke,” Cleoc said when the war room was clear of all but her attendants and Eron. She nodded to the padding Grey wore, the same she would wear under her armor. “Are you going, then?”

Grey chewed her lip. “Would you think less of me if I told you I still haven’t decided?”

Cleoc’s sharp look softened. Grey wondered, then, how old Cleoc was: old enough to have Sela, but she didn’t know much beyond that. She didn’t even know who she had been before she carried her nation’s title, or how long she had had it.

Cleoc turned to Eron, offering him her arm. She started out of the room; Eron, confused, went with her, followed by Cleoc’s attendants. “Let me know when you do decide,” she said breezily. “Though it would disappoint my daughter if you died. She is quite taken with you and the commander both.”

Grey stood blinking in surprise. It took her a second to realize why Cleoc had taken Eron with her: Cleoc suspected that he would stop Grey if she did something ill-advised.

She was halfway up the stairs to her room when she felt the tug on the tether. She pushed power at Kier without thought; immediately, she felt the carnage as he began to wield his magic.

She stopped at her rooms only long enough to secure her armor and grab her father’s sword and strap it to her hip. Then she was racing to the tower, pushing her way through the door as pinpricks of death continued to erupt all over the Isle. She felt every one like a blow.

Gasping, she grabbed the edge of the crenelation and looked out.

There were hundreds of soldiers on the beaches below Osar. That was what she noticed first: how the fighting congregated there, how she could see the orderly lines of the bodies even from here. There was more fighting in the harbor as boats landed, spilling forces into the town. Just past the harbor, one of Eprain’s ships burned with blue fire, downed by one of Cleoc’s mages.

She knew, in some distant way, that they’d been prepared for this. That this was exactly what they’d expected. But she also knew the awfulness of battle, and she could not stay here in the fortress while others were dying for her.

No one took any notice of her, in the mess of it. She slipped through the Ghostwood like a wraith, only stopping to drive her father’s sword through a Luthrite mage who would’ve otherwise cut her down. She’d memorized the path Kier was meant to take, and she tried her best to follow it. She was gripped with a sudden, awful fear that he was going to die, and she would be nowhere near him.

She’d been a fool to let him go alone.

She felt the tether grow stronger as she drew near the company Kier led. She almost stumbled over the first of the bodies as she entered the thick of the fighting, the smell of blood and magic and sweat mixing. A Hand captain from Eprain nearly ran her through before she raised her own sword and drove it up through their sternum. She felled three more opponents and took a hit to her side, protected by her armor from anything more than a bruise, before the battle shifted and she spotted Kier. He wielded magic carefully, cutting down a soldier in front of him even as he deflected a blow to his side with a shimmering gold shield; he called something to Brit, who fought to his side with Ola at their back.

All of his castings were gold now, she noticed with a rush of adoration.

She pushed a heavy knot of power at him. His expression shifted, concentration rippling for only one second, and then his eyes were on hers and there was a wicked smile curving across his face.

“Watch my back?” he called.

“Always,” she agreed, fighting her way to his side.

“Welcome to the party, Hand Commander,” Ola grunted, dodging a sword before Brit aimed a spray of metal pellets at the attacker.

Kier pulled another knot of power from her. She felt vital, like she would never run out of the warm, golden power. Even with each quiet explosion within her, she felt more rushing up to replace it.

“How are we doing?” she asked, in the faintest lull.

Kier made a low noise, dodging another hit. “Not as well as we could be,” he admitted through his teeth. He turned, just enough to catch her eye. “Grey, I’m glad to see you, but you shouldn’t be here.”

Her answering smile was hot as live steel. “It’s a good thing you don’t outrank me.”

They pushed back, but it didn’t take Grey long to realize that the tide of soldiers from the beach was endless and growing, and their own force of ten thousand was dwindling. With blood leaking from his newly rebroken nose, Kier angrily ordered his regiment to pull back, closer to the Ghostwood.

“Grey,” he said after a while. Her arms were exhausted, every muscle aching with the strain of keeping them alive. She was bleeding from a split lip and a cut across her eyebrow, and she’d lost sight of Ola and Brit. “We’re losing ground. If they push us through the Ghostwood, we’ll be cut off from the other regiments.”

Grey swiped the blood out of her eyes with the edge of her surcoat. The horror of war, the blood and the bile, the fear and the hate—it was all hot on her tongue. She couldn’t remember why she’d wanted this, why she’d left the fortress at all. She watched as one of the Stratans was disemboweled, falling to his knees as his insides slipped out, slippery and red and purple. The swordsman, a Luthrite Hand, turned toward Grey with murder in his eyes.

She froze. Felt the power rising up within him, this man in front of her, who carried the power of her own nation. She felt it as it slipped down the thread to his mage, fighting a little ways away; felt it as it was directed at her. It glanced off her, because a well could not be harmed by magic, but it didn’t matter.

This was the truth of power.

She reached out, felt the power in the snarling well before her and pulled. His face went blank with shock as he reached for his power— and felt nothing.

“Grey!” Kier shouted, feeling the pull and realizing what it meant: his lady was revealed. Grey’s brain faltered, realizing that she’d pulled the power with barely a thought, like a reflex, as easily as she fed power to her own mage.

“LOCKE!” the soldier shouted, lunging toward her. Kier threw a shield to protect her a half-second too late: the sword bit into her side and pierced her armor. The soldier dragged the blade to the side to do as much damage as possible before Kier’s shield caught it, lodged in her flesh. Not even the mostly decorative armor of Kitalma could save her as she looked up at the shocked face of the man before her and saw death staring back. She only barely saw a sword cut him down as she fell to her knees.

It was like time slowed down, her very own dilation.

“Grey.”

Kier caught her as she fell, shielding both of them without a second thought. She pressed a hand to his face, leaving a print in blood behind. Her vision was crowding with dots—behind him, she thought she saw the goddess at the edge of the Ghostwood, surveying the destruction Grey had wrought on her very own Isle.

She felt the deaths, every single one. Perhaps that, too, was what it meant to be Locke: even as she felt her own heart stalling, even as she felt the weight of her soul caught in the balance, she knew the dance of the battle in the pit of her stomach. She felt it in every strong thread of power tethering her soldiers to their mages; she felt it in the broken cords of tethers as Hands lay dead and dying.

They were hers, all of them; she felt every single life on her shores. Some of those lives were familiar, like Kier’s in the center; or like Leonie, her well of power waning as she fought to keep Grey’s army alive. She felt pain from somewhere close, from someone she loved—Ola’s name flickered briefly, like a dying light, before Grey felt herself again unsettled.

She reached for them, those she loved, and there were no words that came back: only a rush of agony, the sear of determination. She felt like she was outside of her body as the lights she held inside of her flickered out one by one, as she felt the power in the Isle tightening and receding.

And above it, all around her, she looked up, and she saw him.

“I’m sorry,” she said. She tasted blood, which meant nothing good for her wound.

“Grey,” Kier said, his face wavering in her vision. “Don’t—”







The Isle is not the root of power—it is in the hands of the figure Locke, not the nation. Control the person, you control the power. Kill the ruler—and, well.

Goodbye, power. Goodnight, magic. Farewell to Idistra, and all you once were.

Letter from Wren Locke Teinek to Scaelas, undated



[image: Two stylized, metallic-looking hands with articulated fingers are positioned on either side of a detailed anatomical heart. The hands are adorned with decorative elements at the wrists. The heart is centrally located between the hands.]









thirty-three

[image: A detailed illustration of a human heart, showing the main body and several arteries branching out. The heart is depicted with intricate line work, highlighting its anatomical features such as veins and arteries.]



“GREMARYSE.”

Her own name, in the old vowels of the Isle, spoken in its true form—the Scaelan tongue couldn’t quite master the vowels and syllables, except for her father, who had practiced her name until he could speak it as neatly as her mother.

She opened her eyes. It was the same as the nightmares she’d had of Severin. Then, it was the screams ringing in her ears as she woke, the smell of smoke; now, she felt the lingering aftershocks of battle as an echo. She was still on the battlefield, still where she had fallen, but it was… empty. Well, not quite—an uneasy mist crept through the trees of the Ghostwood in the distance, and the space between her and the wood was criss-crossed with threads of multicolored light. The one nearest and brightest was shimmering gold, so close she could almost grasp the threads in her fingers. So close it was too bright to take in.

Something ached in her stomach. At first, she thought it was her own well, run dry, but that was an impossibility on Locke. She pressed a hand to her side and looked down at it, frowning when it came away dripping in gold.

She closed her eyes against the brightness.

Someone crouched next to her, hands pulling aside her helm, then fingers brushed back her sweat-damp hair. Someone leaned in to kiss her forehead, the cold metal of their necklace trailing over her nose. She caught a familiar scent—woodsy and warm, like cloves, with the barest hint of nettlewren, the little purple flowers that grew over the Isle in the summer.

It was her mother’s perfume.

When Grey opened her eyes this time, her mother’s face hovered above her.

“Ma,” she said. She scanned over her, taking in the dark green velvet of her dress, the necklace she wore around her throat, the intricate braids in her hair. She was dressed the same as she was for her death. “Locke,” Grey corrected.

Alma looked away. “Not anymore,” she said, the faintest smile tracing her lips.

Grey looked at the shining threads, at the mist creeping from the Ghostwood. “Am I dead?” she asked.

“Not quite,” Alma said. Her fingers continued tracing through Grey’s hair as if the movement was compulsive, beyond her control. Grey remembered a thousand moments like this, on the edge of falling asleep as her mother told her a story.

Maybe that was what death was like. Maybe this was a mercy, and it would be like falling asleep, safe, in her mother’s arms.

“Come here,” Alma said, dispelling the illusion. She reached down to link her hand in Grey’s, tugging her to sit up. Grey gasped at the pain in her middle, radiating out. “I need you to stand, little bird. Can you do that?”

Her breath caught in her throat at her nickname, the one only her parents used for her, too painful to confront in even her memories. She knew, then, that she could not be hallucinating.

“I can try,” she said through gritted teeth. She let her mother pull her, both of them shining with that odd gold. At first, Grey thought it was power, since it was coming from her stomach, but with this much pain, it could only be blood. In this version of time, her blood shone gold as the magic emanating from that figure in front of her, who could only be Kier.

“What is this?” she asked when she was standing, holding tight to her mother’s arm to stay upright. Alma turned them toward the Ghostwood, leading Grey through short, stuttering steps.

“You only received half of your inheritance,” she said. “I died before I could show you the rest.”

Grey looked at her sideways. Alma walked with her head held high, but she was fuzzy at the edges, half remembered, half constructed. Grey recalled trying to touch her in the Ghostwood, when she’d bargained for Kier’s life, and how her hand had gone right through her.

It could not bode well, now, that she could walk by her side, using the ghost for support.

“What is it?” Grey asked.

Alma waved a hand broadly, showing her the threads. “Do you see it?”

“The lights?”

“Yes. That,” she said, not slowing, “is our power. That is who we are and what we are, as Locke. There has long been the truth known that whoever we marry and bind to, we bestow power upon that nation in a show of favor and gratitude. But it is also true that we can take power away, just as easily.” She stopped next to a knot of the threads, shining dimly in technicolor. Reaching forward, she ran her finger along one of them. “As the High Lady, Maryse, you are not just the channel for power. You are the root of it. You can do with it what you will—you can bestow it upon whom you wish, and you can remove it from whom you wish.”

Grey sucked a breath through her teeth. “So I can take the power from Epras and Luthos.”

Alma looked at her, her gray eyes solemn. “You can take the power from Eprain and Luthar, Gremaryse. All of it.”

“But that’s—”

“Awful? Treacherous? Unfair?” Alma laughed, short and harsh. She resumed walking, Grey struggling to keep up with her. They passed through the first trees of the Ghostwood, into the mist. “So is dying, love.”

“I can’t do that,” Grey said. “Tactically, maybe it buys us time, but realistically, it’s a nightmare for—”

“It can be temporary,” Alma said. “Take it. Get what you want. Give it back.” She turned, gripping Grey’s hands in both of hers, her gaze as fierce as Grey had ever seen it. “Live, little bird. It’s all we’ve ever wanted for you.”

Grey drew a breath. They were nearly to the cemetery in the Ghostwood, nearly to the old temple. She let Alma lead her through the graves to the altar, the same one she had seen Kier’s body on as she’d bargained with the goddess.

“Reach for it,” Alma said.

Grey felt for those thin strands of light. She felt, very keenly, the threads of magic tangled in a web over her isle, the tethers held and caught and lost and dropped, the snuffed-out deaths of wells firing all over. She felt them on the sea, in their boats; she felt them far, far away, across Scaela and Luthar and even Nestria, as far as her power could reach. She felt each and every one, the hearts and fear and joy and love and hate of thousands and thousands, all touched by her power.

How many of them had died for her? How many were yet to perish?

Ruthlessness, Sela had reminded her, was its own kind of safety.

Grey swallowed, tasting blood in her mouth. She had the feeling her time here was winding down, and she needed to come to some decision—a decision that would save Kier, and maybe the other people she loved. Maybe even herself. Too slow, her hand came to her side, pressed to the place the sword had been drawn out, as if she could hold her life inside that wound.

“Okay,” she agreed. “Show me how to do it.”

Alma led her to the altar. She helped her onto it, helped her lie down—even in this in-between, she must’ve been worried about Grey’s strength failing—and clutched her hand. She taught her how to reach with her power, how to sense the allegiances, how to read the intentions in each of those threads en masse.

“And now,” she said, when Grey had them all. “Now, you take it all back.”

Grey felt the tethers in her stomach, the thousands and thousands of them belonging to those who fought for her death, and she snapped them all at once. It was oddly easy to separate them, those who had clamored to her shores to bring her down—easy as if she was looking at a map of multicolored forces, like the ones Kier presided over in her war rooms. She took the power, all those thousands and thousands of threads, and she pulled. They clung to her, a cauterized wound.

She gasped, arching at the pain of it. Alma’s hands were there to catch her, to soothe her, as she screamed at the agony of it all rushing back.

When she could feel again, when she could see past the pain, she was lying flat on the altar slab with her mother standing over her grim-faced. “It’s done,” Grey said, her voice hoarse from screaming. “And now?”

“You have a choice,” Alma said.

Grey closed her eyes. She was growing quite tired of choices. “Go on,” she murmured.

Alma reached forward with a kerchief, swiping the blood away from Grey’s forehead. “You could come with me,” she said softly. “You could stay with us.”

Grey didn’t trust the softness. Her mother had been many things, but she had rarely been soft. She caught Alma’s hand, lacing their fingers together. Alma squeezed as tight as could be, as tightly as Severin had held her on the night he gave his life for hers.

Grey opened her eyes. “You don’t want that,” she said.

“Part of me does,” Alma replied. “No one else knows what it is, to be Locke. The weight of all that power, of all those choices—you could give it up. Set it aside. Let those fools reap the consequences of what they did to us—what they’re still doing to you. Aren’t you tired, Maryse?”

She was tired. She was exhausted, actually. Tired of running, of fighting, of sacrificing.

“There is another who could carry the line, thanks to your devotion,” Alma said, her gaze on Grey’s face. “Leave him the Isle. Leave him his life. Come with me and rest.”

Kier. Grey chewed her lip, looking away. “And my other options?”

“Go back and face your fate—but I cannot guarantee you will survive it.”

She closed her eyes. That was it, wasn’t it? If she was here, she was already on the edge of death. What her mother offered her wasn’t a kindness, but rather an illusion of choice. “I’m as good as dead already,” she guessed.

“Unless you have a very talented healer and a lot of luck,” Alma said softly, “then yes.”

“And the battle?”

She looked away. “I don’t know,” she said. “I can only hope it is enough, what you have done. If you go back, you are not returning to any guarantee of victory, or peace.”

Grey nodded, taking this in. “Were you afraid? When it was over?”

“Of course I was,” Alma said. “But being afraid is better than being hopeless.”

“And will it hurt? If I go back?”

Alma smoothed her thumbs over Grey’s hands. “Of course it will,” she said. “Living always will.”

Grey swallowed hard, battling past the pain. “And dying?”

“That’s its own kind of pain,” Alma said. “And its own kind of peace.”

Grey looked at her mother, at the coolness of her eyes and the lines of her face. She, too, looked older than her years—and Grey wondered what it would be like to look in a mirror and see this version of Alma staring back at her. To grow older all on her own.

She brought Kier back, didn’t she? What a terrible thing it would be, to bring him back only to leave him to mourn her. To abandon him. To condemn him to stand before Kitalma at the full moon and declare the choice as if it had been his own. Or perhaps her sacrifice would save him entirely.

But perhaps it wouldn’t—and perhaps she was tired of making decisions without him.

And after all, she did have a very talented healer.

Grey leaned down. Kissed the back of Alma’s hand, leaving a smear of golden blood on her skin. “I wish I had grown to know you better.”

“I wish I had lived to see you grow,” Alma responded.

Grey lay back on the altar. Alma got up, going around to her head, combing her fingers through Grey’s hair. She moved Grey’s hands, folded them over her chest, like a body prepared for the tomb.

She leaned down and pressed her lips to Grey’s forehead once more. “Goodbye, Locke,” she said. “Wake up.”







I have a difficult time with the balance of it all: as Locke, it is my decision who gets power, and who does not. As Alma, I would like to bless those I like, but that is not always fair, is it? I don’t know if there is an answer. I don’t know if fairness should factor into it at all. But perhaps it should not all be based on my own thoughts and whims.

I hope, when I pass this title on, my child has a better idea of it. So far, I feel as if I am just making more of a mess.

Letter from Alma, High Lady of Locke, to Wren Locke Teinek, her sister, 18 years AD
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“GREY.”

Her name again, this time on Kier’s lips. She felt the pain first, the blaring agony of it; then the wet heat of her blood. Something seemed to be shifting inside of her, something that shouldn’t have been moving in the first place.

She heard the clatter of his helm dropping to stone, then his sword. “Grey,” he said again, the warmth of his palms on her face. She forced herself to open her eyes, to look at him.

“Did we win?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

“You disappeared—you just vanished—the wells from Eprain, Luthar, some of our own…”

“Kiernan,” Grey said, struggling to get through this. He was already wrapping his arms around her, readying to carry her back to Leonie, to safety, to a world of pain she could only imagine. “Did it work?”

He pressed his lips together. “It worked,” he said. “Whatever you did, it worked. They’re retreating as we speak, and we’re rounding up prisoners on the beach.” He glanced down at her—she felt him moving below her, walking as fast as he could to get her back to the fortress without disrupting her wounds too much. She let her head lean, the leather of his pauldron soft, though a bit blood-soaked.

“It worked,” she sighed, letting her eyes slip shut.

“And if it worked at the cost of your life,” he said through his teeth, “I will not forgive you. I thought you said you weren’t going to sacrifice—”

“I’ll live,” Grey mumbled against his shoulder, “just to spite you. There’s nothing I love more than proving you wrong.”

He laughed, but there was an edge of panic to it. “Then live, Locke,” he pleaded. He said more, but no matter how much Grey desperately wanted to hear it, it wasn’t enough. She slipped, and this time, nothing caught her when she fell into the darkness.

She woke in her own bed.

She sat up and immediately regretted it, gasping at the starburst of pain that erupted from her middle. Hands were on her shoulders in an instant, pushing her down. “Stay down, Locke,” Leonie said above her.

As usual, Grey didn’t listen. She winced as she propped herself on her elbows. She wore a loose shirt, and underneath, she could see the bandages that wrapped her middle. Every part of her ached.

Leonie was alone in the room with her, sorting medication on a table someone must’ve dragged in from Grey’s private sitting room. She ran her fingers over one of the pestles and asked, “Are you in pain?”

“Manageable,” Grey lied. “Water?”

Leonie was there in an instant with a glass, one hand behind Grey’s back to help her up, the other holding the glass so she could drink. Grey sipped greedily, spilling half of it down her shirt and barely caring. When she was finished, Leonie brought her another glass and set it on the nightstand, before sinking into the chair by Grey’s bedside. “The commander is going to be furious he wasn’t here when you woke,” she said, brushing the hair away from Grey’s forehead. Grey could see the end of her own braid draped over her chest; she was unsurprised to see bits of gore and mud in the brown strands.

“Where is he?” she asked hoarsely. Leonie leaned forward to adjust her pillows, helping her sit more comfortably.

“Dainridge sent for him. It couldn’t wait.”

Grey nodded, the press of too many questions on her tongue. She remembered herself floating, untethered from her body—she felt the sum of all those souls. “I took the power away,” she said slowly. “Didn’t I?”

Leonie hesitated.

“If you don’t answer, I’ll ask Kier, and I’m certain he will.”

“Then yes. You took the power away. From all of Eprain and Luthar, it looks like.”

Grey nodded, chewing her lip.

“And they still don’t have it back.”

She pressed a hand to her middle, where the stomach ache throbbed. “Right.”

“Can you…?”

She shot Leonie a look. “Yes,” she said, feeling the weight, and the phantom tethers leading to the owners of the power she now held. “But this is something that I only want to do once, and as such, I would like it to be an effective threat.”

Leonie nodded slowly. “That is…”

“Ruthless,” Grey said.

“But sensible.”

“Perhaps.” She glanced at Leonie, remembering the stress radiating off her in battle. “But… we won.”

“Yes,” Leonie said. She set down the tincture she was mixing—probably something awful she was going to force Grey to drink sooner rather than later. “The Isle was defended. And because of the total loss of power and magic with it, there have been appeals for peace. For treaties.”

Grey couldn’t begin to think of peace or treaties. She couldn’t think of anything past the next few seconds. She let her eyes slip shut for only a moment, but she couldn’t be sure it was actually a moment when she opened them again. “And the damage?”

“We lost two thousand of our ten thousand. Eprain and Luthar lost four and a half, but they sent more, and Cleoc’s navy did major damage in the bay.”

So many lives lost, all because of her. She could not focus on that—if she did, she would lose it, and she could not afford to do that right now. “And… Scaelas? Our allies? My friends?”

“I hear Cleoc and her attendants had a lovely afternoon,” Leonie said wryly. “Eron is fine—he’s with Kier. Scaelas is injured, but he will live. He has threatened to stay with you until he is healed, though, and teach you how to act like a noble.”

Grey winced. He must’ve heard that she’d joined the battle—but he was still not her father. “A fine threat indeed,” she said.

“Brit is fine. Ola is…” Leonie hesitated, and Grey saw the flicker of uncertainty—her stomach seized at the thought. In an awful moment, she remembered that grasp of pain, when she was out of herself, but then… “She’ll live, if I have anything to say about it,” Leonie said finally, seeing Grey’s look. “She will lose the arm.”

“Ah.” But she was alive. She was alive, and she would live. As soon as she was able to stand, Grey would find her, even if she had to fight Kier and Leonie both to do it. “And our commanders?”

“Dainridge sustained minor injuries. Commander Reggin perished protecting the harbor.”

Grey closed her eyes. “And his Hand?”

“Living, last I knew.”

“And Seward is fine,” Kier said, coming in, nodding to Leonie with some coldness—he still had not quite forgotten that she knew of his death, Grey realized. “Though he is annoyed, as he gave direct orders to be sent for immediately if Locke woke in his absence.”

Leonie rolled her eyes. “Oh, shut up, Kier. I was going to send for you as soon as I answered Locke’s questions.”

He sighed, but his shoulders relaxed. He perched on the side of Grey’s bed, resting a hand on her knee over the covers. “I see that you have viscera in your hair again.”

Grey managed a smile. “You’re the one who wanted a lifetime of washing blood from my person.”

Leonie got up, gathering her things. “You two have the weirdest relationship.”

Neither denied it.

When her bag was packed, she said, “Seward, I expect you to keep her in bed—not like that, you deviant. Cleoc and Scaelas will want to see her, but Scaelas is also forbidden from moving, so Cleoc will have to manage going between their sickbeds one at a time. And I swear to you, Grey, I do not care if you are my High Lady—I will not hesitate to maim you if you pull out your stitches.”

Grey raised an eyebrow. She was more used to Kier being on the receiving end of Leonie’s threats. “Right you are,” she said.

As soon as Leonie left, Grey sighed. She pressed a hand to her stomach, assessing. “How bad was it?”

Kier winced. “Bad.”

“Run through?”

“Edge of death, Flynn.” He kept his voice light, but he still gripped her knee with a fear that she understood. She was usually the one feeling that fear for his life.

“Mm.” She swung her legs over the bed, gasping at the rush of pain. Kier was there in an instant, his hands fluttering, searching for somewhere to push her back down that would not hurt. “What are you doing?”

“The Isle won’t run itself,” Grey said, wincing in pain.

He settled for her shoulder, grasping it and pushing her carefully down to the pillows. She sucked in a breath at the pain, and he pulled back immediately, as if burned. “I’ll call Leonie back,” he threatened.

“Kier…”

“I’ll get you Cleoc and Ikaaron,” Kier said, stepping back, “so you can at least feel useful. But so help me, gods, I will put Eron in charge of feeding you until you are better if you try to leave this room.”

Grey narrowed her eyes. “You wouldn’t.”

“Don’t try me, Locke,” he said on his way out.

The combined efforts of Kier and Leonie only managed to keep her in bed for two days before Grey rose in the middle of the night, slipped away as Kier slept and crept downstairs and into her office. Scaelas’s guards saw her as she passed, but they only sighed and shook their heads—their own High Lord had performed a similar maneuver in the hour before, and he hadn’t even had to sneak past a commander in his bed.

She’d only been behind her desk for half an hour before a soft knock sounded on her door. She looked up as the High Lord slipped inside, limping heavily, favoring his right side.

“You too?” she asked, brow raised.

He nodded, taking the chair across the desk. “That medic of yours is…” he trailed off, searching for a word that fit before he settled on “persistent.”

“She’s your medic,” Grey said, turning her attention back to one of Cleoc’s treaty amendments. “Leonie is Scaelan.”

Torrin sighed. “Ah, I don’t think so. Not anymore.”

Grey’s eyes flicked to his. “I can’t steal all your best soldiers.”

“You should have people here you trust, Maryse,” he said softly.

She set the amendments aside, chewing on her lip. “We should get Cleoc,” she said darkly. “Since they won’t let us meet otherwise.”

Scaelas quirked a brow. “I can send for her, if you want.”

“I don’t know what I want.” She sat back in her chair, trying not to wince as her stitches tugged. “I don’t know how to reward anyone. How to thank anyone. How to make up for the lives lost, or the power I’ve taken.” She rubbed her brow, wishing she could find the answers on the backs of her eyelids.

“Ah. Epras and Luthos grow restless.”

“They’ve asked for treaties. For peace. For alliances.”

“Then you are in a privileged position. You have the power to end all conflict in Idistra, if you so choose.”

Grey couldn’t fathom that kind of responsibility. But there was a question that came before that of peace. “Do you think I should give them their power back?”

Torrin hesitated. “You should not ask me that, Maryse. I am not your ally on paper yet; I have the interests of my own nation to keep in mind. And my own nation has been at war with both of them for a long, long time.”

“What would Cleoc say?”

He scoffed. “The same, probably; but I suspect she would put half of them to death, just to even the score.”

Grey didn’t want to put anyone to death. “Then I will ask you as my godfather,” she said, peeking at him sideways.

He sat in silence for a moment. The candles on her desk flickered dimly; she wished she’d lit the fire on the way in, but she hadn’t wanted to alert too many people to the fact she was awake and working.

“I think,” he said slowly, “that you have proven your point. That your power has been sufficiently flexed.”

She nodded. It was what she had thought too, lying awake in her bed, staring at the ceiling. “I don’t want to be feared,” she said. “Just… respected.”

Torrin sighed. “Bring us peace, Locke, and you might find yourself beloved.”

She managed a smile. “If you want me to do that,” she said, “I fear we must wake Cleoc.”

They had a treaty by dawn. Peace terms were delivered to Eprain and Luthar by evening, and to Nestria the following day; within a week, all six nations had reached an uneasy agreement. Two weeks after the restoration of Locke, the wells of Eprain and Luthar woke to find their power restored and strengthened, as if nothing had changed at all.

The pyres burned for days on the coasts of Idistra as the dead were returned home. Despite the growing chill of winter, when she couldn’t sleep, Grey spent a few hours of the night on the roof of the fortress, watching the smoke, letting the horror settle and wane. Most times, she was not alone in her grief. She was joined by Ola, who tried to understand the new shape of her body; by Brit or Eron, who were happy to talk or let her be silent as her moods changed; and sometimes by Kier, who was content to just stand by her side.

On Locke, a new life was beginning. It was agreed that anyone who’d defended the Isle would be welcomed with open arms, if they chose to stay: nearly two thousand soldiers and their families relocated there. The High Lady of Locke held a reception in one of the old market halls near the port every morning, greeting her new countrymen as one of their clerks recorded the newcomers in the census.

In the weeks that followed, she fell into a new routine. In the mornings, she woke with the dawn and sat with Ola in her room until she was well enough to fight; then, they met in one of the private courtyards at the back of the fortress. They sparred, Ola straining with the effort as she learned to fight with her left hand instead of her right. After Grey had bathed, she went to the harbor; then, in the early afternoon, she met with her ambassadors and continued to establish her council. Some days she had tutors in to try to fill the gaps in the knowledge she otherwise would’ve had as High Lady. She spent the rest of the day in appointments, or going between her office and the one next to hers, where her commander worked. If her advisers were wary of the fact that Locke’s commander knew every bit of business that came across their lady’s desk, they had the sense not to protest it to her.

She was in her office, signing off on supply requests, when Cleoc and her attendants came to the door. Grey stood immediately, no longer wincing; her stitches had been pulled out a few days before, and Leonie had given her a clean bill of health.

“I think it’s time for me to take leave of you, Locke,” Cleoc said, inclining her head.

Grey stayed standing; after all this time, she did not know what to say. “I can’t even think how to thank you,” she said finally.

The edges of Cleoc’s severe mouth turned up in a smile. “You owe me nothing,” she said.

Grey moved around the desk to grasp the woman’s hand. She was surprised when Cleoc pulled her into a tight, fierce hug.

“I will never forget,” she said, “what you did for my girl.”

Grey closed her eyes, letting herself lean into the embrace. The business with Sela felt like a lifetime ago.

When Cleoc pulled away, she pressed something into Grey’s hand. Grey looked down to find the small obsidian moon from their first meeting in Scaela resting in the middle of her palm. “I thought it was lost,” she said.

“Be safe, Locke,” Cleoc said, leaning in to kiss her quickly on the forehead. “I will be waiting for your letters.”

As the first month of peace drew to a close, there were plans for a great feast on the Isle to celebrate its successful resurrection. Grey found it a welcome distraction; she was trying very hard not to watch every change of the moon as the days leading up to her next meeting with Kitalma slipped by.

Ola told her excitedly of the preparations happening in Osar, led by an overambitious ex-captain from Cleoc’s army; the same evening, Brit and Eron separately complained to Grey about how Ola was annoyingly and unexpectedly in love with an overambitious ex-captain from Cleoc’s army.

Later, in bed, Kier asked if she’d heard of the preparations. It was a rare night in which they’d both gone to their rooms before the early hours of the morning (only for Kier to slip into hers very shortly after); with her responsibilities as Locke and his efforts to stabilize their new home, they barely had time alone.

“They were mentioned to me,” she said.

“And your thoughts?”

She kissed his chest, then bit gently at his ribs. He had only recently stopped treating her as if she was made of glass, and now he kept his dark eyes on her as she slipped lower. “If there’s a party, not a single person on this Isle will need us. We could make our own plans.”

“They’ll notice if you’re not there,” he murmured, eyes slipping shut as she kissed his hip. “It’s your resurrection.”

“I don’t care,” Grey said, before demonstrating exactly what they could be doing instead.

Grey sat in the chair in her office and watched the sea below her window. Her desk was piled with correspondence. At least two messages bore Imarta’s careful handwriting—she was due to arrive from Scaela when the Isle was safer, for the feast that Kier insisted Grey couldn’t skip.

The door to her office opened. She turned, expecting one of her new cooks with questions about dinner, or Eron with a note about supplies needed for the armory, or Leonie asking for more medical provisions. But it was Kier, dressed simply, smelling of rain. He’d just come in from the cold—he was negotiating the delicate process of rebuilding the shield and setting up a static warning system that couldn’t be disrupted by breakbloom. He found it easiest to do this alone, in the ruins of the abbey to Kitalma on the edge of the Ghostwood. Grey did not examine the complicated feelings she had every day when he went there.

One more day, and then she would need to go to the wood herself and declare her choice to the goddess. One more day before Kier was no longer a free man.

He, too, had his nose buried in correspondence, and more stacked on the table he’d dragged next to her desk the week before. Though his own office was next door, he’d spent so long hunched over her shoulder or sitting on her floor as they discussed what to do, she’d just given him a space in here permanently.

It was better this way, when they could be in the same room.

“Ma wrote,” he murmured, perching on the arm of her chair. She kissed the bend of his elbow, more out of habit than anything else, though the desperate appeal of regular physical affection was not lost on her. “There was a well born, in Scaela.”

“We can’t verify it,” Grey said, leaning forward to read over his arm. “It’s difficult to detect aptitude in a baby.”

“Difficult,” Kier agreed, “but not impossible.”

“And it’s only rumor until we hear it from Scaelas.”

“Who should probably return to his own nation,” Kier said darkly. He folded his letter and tossed it onto Grey’s desk. “What are you reading?”

She sighed, waving the paper in his direction. “Requests from our new Nestrian ambassador, ahead of their arrival. It’s tedious business. Hurts my head.”

“They don’t think enough of the state of your head,” Kier agreed, bending low and somewhat awkwardly to kiss the top of the aforementioned oft-neglected subject.

“Sela wrote too. She wants to hold a unity ball in Cleoc,” Grey said.

“Ah.” The sound came from low in Kier’s throat. She felt the immediate stiffness in every line of his body. “In Cleoc?”

“Yes. But the letter came from Sela and not her mother, so.” She sat back in her chair, twisting the signet ring on her finger. “A large party, full of nobility who were our enemies only weeks ago… it sounds like an invitation for an assassination attempt. I’ve written back that we are, possibly, not quite stable enough for that yet.”

“Diplomatic to the last,” Kier said, his breath ruffling her hair.

She tugged his arm and pulled him down with her. With a bit of reconfiguring, he’d slipped under her and lifted her into his lap. His arms wrapped around her, safe and strong as always. She watched the movement of the sea through the window over his shoulder, the crash of the waves against the cliffs below, the rising of the tide.

“We’ve received further petitions for citizenship,” he murmured against her collarbone. “It would be worth figuring out how to go about that.”

“It would be,” Grey said. Though she wanted to close off the Isle, to keep those already here, those she loved, close to her, she knew the error in that: Locke’s isolation had led to so much fear and betrayal before. She could not allow it to happen again.

A knock sounded on the door. Grey made to move, but Kier’s arms did not release her. It was inappropriate, perhaps, for the Lady of Locke to be found in the arms of the nation’s commander, but the follow-up thought to that was that anyone who’d gotten past the guards at her door (which she protested, but both Kier and Scaelas vehemently agreed she should keep them; Kier and Torrin rarely agreed, but when it came to matters of her safety, they were a force to be reckoned with) was already quite aware of their relationship.

“Yes?” she called, shifting to be slightly less entwined.

It was Leonie, bustling in with a list of provisions needed, Brit on her heels. “It’s not an easy task, rebuilding a hospital,” she said, all business, even as her eyebrow raised and her lips quirked at the sight of them.

Brit threw themself in the chair in front of the fireplace. At Grey’s look, they waved a hand. “Ola’s with her captain again,” they said darkly.

Now Grey did push up to take the list from Leonie. She skimmed over it, chewing on her thumbnail as she focused. “I’ll pass it to Ikaaron. See if Scaela can help.”

“And in return? You’re going to be drowning in favors by the year’s end,” Kier said. His eyes were shut, his arms spread on the arms of the chair, like he was waiting for the moment she sat again so he could wrap them around her.

“I don’t think sixteen years of reparations have been paid back to us just yet,” Grey said mildly. She put the list on her desk and started to copy it down.

“Also,” Leonie said, “I have cleared Scaelas for travel. He can leave as soon as he wishes.”

Grey ignored Kier’s sigh of relief. “Is he going, then?”

“Soon. Tomorrow, probably.”

Grey straightened slowly, her thoughts a jumble. Though Torrin’s presence made Kier antsy—she knew, though he didn’t admit it to her, that even though it was their fault that Torrin had given up his search for his goddaughter, Kier resented him for it simply because it had hurt her feelings—she would be sad to lose his guidance.

“You can go with him if you want,” she said.

Brit and Leonie only blinked at her. Finally, Brit said, “What?”

Grey paced, struck with new conviction. “You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to. Eron and Ola, too. You’re Scaelan—I don’t want to force you to be here.”

“We’re all here because we want to be here,” Leonie said firmly.

“Speak for yourself,” Kier said, but he was ignored. Grey shot him a dark glare.

“What even are we?” Brit mused. “Lockians? Lockstrian? Keys?”

“Brit,” Leonie murmured, rubbing her temple.

They waved a hand. “And you can ask them, but Ol and Er will tell you the exact same thing. We’re staying, Grey. If it means Scaelas has to sell you our contracts, then so be it. But we’re staying.”

She hesitated, still uncertain. She wondered when, if ever, the worst of the uncertainty would fade.

“But you should pay me,” Brit said. “Just saying.”

Grey sighed, and made a note to herself to review her own treasury, and to have a discussion about salaries with her commander.

In the evening, she and Scaelas dined alone. He imparted as much wisdom as he could to her, but in the end, he just kissed both of her hands and said, “Obsidian born and iron made, Maryse. Gods, they would have been proud of you.”

It took her a long time to swallow the lump of sorrow in her throat.

After dinner, she dressed in a nondescript outfit of black trousers, a blue tunic and a heavy cloak, slipped past her guard and set off for one of the newly reopened pubs in Osar. There was a woman waiting for her in a shadowy back corner, sipping ale, with a frosty second glass waiting at the empty seat. She’d arrived earlier on the ship that came to take Scaelas away and had sent word through Eron.

“Master Attis,” Grey said, slipping into the other side of the booth. “I’m glad you could get away.”

Attis studied her. The space under her eyes was dark and shadowed, as with grief. She opened her mouth to speak, swallowed and looked away. “I just want to know,” she said, “that she wasn’t alone.”

Grey shook her head. “She was not.”

Attis’s eyes slipped shut. She took a long breath, held it, then another. She was trying very hard, Grey could tell, not to cry.

“Will you tell me how it happened?” she asked.

Grey nodded. Though there had been so much horror, so much terror, it was the least she could do to put Mare to rest.

She was too lost in memories to go to bed, so she went to her tower, where the winter wind whipped her hair. She did not look out to sea, but to the harbor, where the ship was being prepared to take Torrin back. She was turning to scan the sea when she noticed a small, dimly golden magelight glowing on one of the cliffs. She squinted down at it.

There was a path that went all the way down the cliffs; when she was a girl, Grey was told it was to receive shipwrecks or retrieve bodies. She and Sev had used it for crabbing. There was a deep ledge halfway down, shielded from view from all but those on this very tower. It was about the size of Grey’s courtyard. Sometimes, when she was younger, she and her father used to sit there to watch the storms roll away from the Isle, protected from the weather with the cliff at their backs.

There, one could sit very quietly, unseen, and look out at the shores of Scaela in the distance, without judgment.

It took her twenty minutes to get down, but Kier was still there when she reached the ledge. He sat with his knees tucked to his chest, his arms around them. She hesitated when she saw that his cheeks were wet.

“You can join me,” he said gruffly—of course he’d known that she was there.

She stepped carefully and lowered herself to the ground next to him. His magelight glowed dim and golden; his magelights were always golden now.

She did not ask. After an immeasurable moment, the sea crashing on the cliffs below, Kier said, “I was just thinking that I would never see Lot’s grave again, or the tree behind our house, or the village square, or that awful yellow kitchen.”

Grey stayed still as a stone, the grief like a vise on her heart.

“I will never go to Lindan, to see what their magic is like, or Nisielle, or even Nestria,” he said slowly, “or anywhere at all.”

“No,” she said slowly, swallowing down her own tears. He was silent for a long moment. The wind whipped his too-long hair.

“You’re not going to try to run?” Grey asked.

He snorted. “I’m dead the second I leave the Isle, Grey, and your gods won’t give my life back twice.”

She chewed her lip. They had not spoken much of the decision since that night, before the battle; any time she brought it up, Kier just sighed and told her again that they were choosing the only viable option. It was not a small thing, to give up his freedom—and though they both knew why the choice had to be made, it hurt her deeply. “What if you get tired of me?” she asked.

“I won’t,” he said, his voice softening.

“But what if you do?”

He sighed, long-suffering. “Then I’ll die, I guess. Or you can go away and leave the Isle to me.”

“You’ll never have space away from me.”

She saw the flicker of the curve of his smile, disrupted by his scar. “A burden, to be sure, but I will bear it.”

“I’m serious.”

“As am I, Grey.” He shifted, folding around her, bringing her to sit between his legs with her back to his chest. He wrapped his arms around her; it was much warmer buried with him in his heavy cloak. “You’ve already fought death and your gods for me. I would do the same for you, though let us hope it doesn’t come to that.”

She was quiet for a long moment. It wasn’t fair at all, what he was doing, what she was making him do. But perhaps love was a little bit of sacrifice, after all; and perhaps a bit of sacrifice could be allowed, as long as they were together.

“Kier,” she said.

“Yes?”

She found herself suddenly without words. So she gripped the tether, pushing as many warm feelings of thanks and love and adoration at him as she could. She heard his sharp indrawn breath; then he was burying his face in her hair, his lips pressing to the crown of her head, then her temple, then her neck. I love you. At the end of it all, I love you, she thought at him with every emotion she showed him.

“As do I,” he promised.







You would like him, I think. He would sacrifice the world for her— I suppose we all would, in the end.

Journal entry from Vearn Torrin, High Lord of Scaela, addressed to Isaak Masidic Locke, in memoriam, after the resurrection of the Isle
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thirty-five
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THE WIND WHIPPED THROUGH the Ghostwood, screaming in the trees. It was a sound Grey knew as well as the beat of her own heart: so many years, she’d tried to recall the timbre of it, to recollect the background noise of her childhood.

She wore a heavy cloak, fastened at the throat, with the hood pulled up to obscure her face. It wasn’t often that people came to pray at this abandoned altar, but if anyone did, she did not want them reporting that the Lady of Locke and her commander had been seen here in the dead of night.

“Stop fidgeting,” Kier said to her. “You’re making me anxious.”

She was only shifting her weight from foot to foot, standing before the moonlit altar, but she tried to school her body into obedience.

“Are you not afraid at all?”

Kier grimaced. “If I think about it, it means acknowledging the fact that I might anger your god, who holds my life in her hands. So really, I’m trying to avoid thinking about it at all.”

He was kidding, but the truth of it made Grey’s stomach feel like it was full of heavy stones. She reached out, crossing the gap between them to take his hand. “She made no mention of your behavior factoring into the deal,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. “Which is good, for obvious reasons.”

Kier didn’t answer. He was looking straight ahead, at the altar. It looked more like a tomb—and Grey suspected it was, the stone container the final resting place for Kitalma’s bones. She wondered if Retarik was laid there as well, or if she really was interred in her own ruined abbey across the Isle. If the gods had been separated in death, by some mortal’s choice.

Kitalma’s temple had fallen into disrepair too. The wall behind the altar, which once held thick glass windows, had half crumbled into the sea at some point during the reign of one of Grey’s ancestors. Now, they looked at the roaring waves and the spray that kicked up as the waves crashed against the cliffs. It was a rare clear night, and the moon shone over the sea, casting Kier’s face in shadowed silver.

“It’s not too late,” she said, “to change your mind.”

He looked at her askance. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

Before she could respond, the air in front of them shifted, shimmered—and then Kitalma was there, standing before the altar, where before there had only been moonlight. She wore her simple dress and armor, a medallion hanging from a chain around her neck. She was just as Grey remembered her: a fierce warrior goddess, a queen in her own right. A reckoning.

“Oh,” Kier said, his voice soft—as if, even knowing what he knew, he did not fully believe in the goddess himself.

“Daughter of Locke,” Kitalma said, turning her face to Grey. She looked at Kier, her expression unchanging. “Boy.”

Grey bit her lip. She inclined her head in reverence, making the sign of appreciation with her right hand. She’d been taught it as a girl, mostly as a joke—in Grey’s childhood, they believed in the gods, but they did not keep their customs.

“You have come with your decision?” the goddess asked. The moonlight seemed to move through her, as if she was not fully real. Grey wondered what would happen if she reached out and touched her—if her hand would move right through the goddess’s image, if she would dissolve into nothing.

“We have,” she said. It was her job to speak the words, to take from Kier what he wanted to give. She wished her mouth did not feel so dry, her throat so sore. She wished she didn’t feel like she was ruining him. “I will keep my power.”

“And I will surrender my freedom,” Kier said.

Kitalma looked between the two of them. For a moment, Grey wondered if she was judging them, but who could understand the judgment of the gods? After all, it was Kitalma who stole the heart of her lover—or was given it, depending on which version of the story Grey chose to believe. Perhaps the goddess understood Kier’s sacrifice, and the necessity of it, better than anyone.

Kitalma reached forward, her hand gaining solidity the closer it got to Kier’s body, until she pressed it flat to his chest. Kier sucked in a breath. Grey watched something gold and formless stir, running from Kier’s body into Kitalma’s. The goddess glowed for a moment with startling light, the medallion on her chest glowing brightest of all. For the barest fraction of a second, Grey was certain she saw someone else behind her, the impression of a hand on Kitalma’s waist, the glint of armor and a billowing mass of tangled red curls—but she could not fully make out the shape of the other woman. She only saw her impression, and her smile, and then she was gone.

“Then it is done,” Kitalma said. She took Grey’s hand and pressed it to the medallion. It was warm to the touch. “You belong to the Isle, and to its daughter. May your union be sweet and long in its years.”

Before either of them could respond, the goddess faded away as quickly as she’d appeared, leaving the moonlight, and the sea, and the altar behind.

“Well.” Kier blinked, long and slow. “That felt… official.” He glanced at Grey, some odd mirth playing across his face. “Did that feel like a marriage ceremony to you, or was that just me?”

“I don’t know?” Grey said, pitching it as a question. She flexed her hands. She felt oddly bound to Kier, even more than their official binding ceremony had made them. “Do you feel okay?”

He pressed his hand to his chest, rubbing the spot where Kitalma had touched him, where she’d pulled some physicality of his freedom away. Grey covered his hand with her own, as if she could heal the invisible wound that lurked under the surface.

“I feel fine,” he said, but there was that trace of sadness. Perhaps it would always be there. Grey thought about all the years she had been separated from her own home, severed at the root, missing something that no longer existed.

“You’re astonishing,” she said

The sadness dimmed, just enough. Kier called forth a golden magelight, glowing faintly in the seaside. “Astonishingly handsome,” he said.

Grey elbowed him between his ribs. “And more annoying by the day.”

He laughed, the sound of it brightening the gloom of the temple. He slung an arm around her shoulders, steering her back toward the Ghostwood, back toward the fortress, back toward the rest of their lives. “Then you’d better get used to it,” he said. “You’re stuck with me. Forever.”

Grey turned her head to kiss his shoulder, seeking shelter from the freezing wind and rain that pelted them. The Isle was always mercurial with its weather, at odds with the warmth glowing within her chest. “I can tolerate forever,” she said.







epilogue
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ON A NIGHT THREE months after the resurrection, the Isle sparkled with pale golden magelights. The boats had been arriving for nearly two days, pausing off the coast so the visitors could admire the glimmering new shields, before depositing guests in the harbor. For the first time in Grey’s memory, Maerin and Osar were both full to bursting, loud with sounds of mirth and happiness and laughter.

Grey was in her rooms, getting ready for the feast, the second event in a week-long festival. They’d already spent most of the afternoon in Osar: everyone wanted to bow to Grey, or kiss Kier’s hand or cheek (which was, frankly, a reaction she understood very well), or throw flowers at both of them and Grey’s close group of guards and advisers.

Pia, Kier’s ma, was behind her, pulling her corset strings tight as Laurella, his mom, absolutely destroyed her son at a game of cards. Imarta perched on Laurella’s chair, commenting on her cards in a way that made Kier more and more frustrated.

“I told you not to play with them,” Grey said, breathless, running her hands over the boning of her corset as Pia tied it off. “You always lose, and you’re always cross about it.”

“I don’t always lose,” Kier grumbled.

There was a knock at the door. Pia, who cared more for Grey’s modesty than Grey did, threw a dressing gown over her shoulders. Tress, one of Grey’s new attendants, pushed inside. “The ship from Cleoc has arrived, your majesty,” she said.

“Oh,” Grey said, relieved. “Can you send for the others? They all can come here. I’ll meet them in my sitting room.”

“Yes, your majesty.”

“I’ll never get used to that,” Pia muttered when the girl was gone.

“Just wait until you hear what they call Kier,” Grey said.

“I’ve heard jackass bandied about a bit down in town,” Laurella offered. There was a low noise of irritation from the table as she beat him at another hand.

Imarta moved to Grey’s dresser, going through her earring collection. Most of it had been taken from her mother’s rooms. She settled on a pair of garnets, which she handed to Pia.

“I can put on my own earrings,” Grey said, taking them herself. “And get dressed. Truly, you’re all clucking over me like hens.”

“I’m not,” Laurella protested.

“No, but you’re putting Kier in a mood, and I’m the one who has to spend the evening by his side.”

There was no protest at that, but they also didn’t let Grey put her hair up herself. Finally, she waved them off, asking if they would please go to Osar ahead of time to make sure everything was to their liking. Imarta paused after Pia and Laurella left, her hand pressed to Grey’s cheek. Over the last two days, during long walks along Locke’s paths, Grey had told her everything—with no redactions.

“I’ll make your excuses,” she said, dropping a kiss on Grey’s forehead.

“Thank you,” Grey said, squeezing Imarta’s hand once more before she went.

Kier came to her back as she pulled on her heavy dress, his hands pushing hers aside to do up the little buttons. She knew he was annoyed, because he did not press a kiss to her bare shoulder blade or the curve of her neck.

“I told you not to,” she said, unable to hide her smile as he met her gaze in the mirror.

“Oh, shut up.” Buttons done, his hands fell to her waist, tightening around her. “You look exquisite tonight.”

She studied him in his formal suit, gray and black and severe, making him equal parts fearsome and handsome; his hazel eyes were clear and startling in their depth. “As do you,” she said, her smile deepening. She turned in his arms and leaned up onto her toes, gripping the back of his neck, pulling him down to kiss her.

“We can’t,” he said after a moment, pulling away. “Places to be, and so on.”

“We could skip,” Grey murmured, kissing his jaw.

“We shouldn’t. It’s in your honor.”

“And yours,” she protested. “If I recall, it’s also to celebrate the shields. And the Isle wouldn’t be back and safe without you.”

“Your majesty?” Tress had returned, hesitating at the doorway, eyes lowered.

Grey stepped away from Kier. Though some who worked in the fortress had guessed the nature of the commander’s relationship with the Lady, she liked to keep it protected, close to her chest—she worried that, someday, someone might see Kier as her weakness.

It was a feeling she was trying very hard to get over.

“Your guests are in the sitting room,” Tress said, curtsying.

“Thank you,” Grey said, nodding to dismiss the girl. She moved quickly, keeping her eyes down. According to the rumors, much of Locke still feared her for her power—but that, too, was something she was trying to get over; and late at night, when it worried her, Kier told her over and over again all the reasons why a healthy dose of fear was a good thing.

They went into the sitting room. Eron had already found the wine Grey kept for guests and was pouring a round, passing glasses to Brit and Ola. Near the door, Sela paced; when she saw Grey, her eyes lit up, and she flung herself at her. Grey caught her with a huff as Sela squeezed her even tighter than her corset.

“You’re wearing the dress,” she said against Grey’s shoulder. “It’s my favorite.”

“I love it,” Grey said. She pulled back to study the girl’s face, noting the dark marks of sleeplessness under her eyes. “The whole wardrobe has been invaluable.”

“The armor did fail, though,” Kier said, smirking, as he took Sela from Grey’s arms for his own hug.

“It was decorative!” she protested.

“First lesson of working with Flynn? Anything that looks like it could be fought in will be fought in.”

Sela sighed, but she didn’t maintain a frown for long. She sat between Grey and Kier on one of the plush sofas, kicking her feet up to rest on the edge of the little table. Grey accepted the wine from Eron and took a sip. “We can’t stay long,” she said sadly. “At any moment, any number of clerks or guards or attendants could burst in and demand my attention.”

“We get it,” Ola said, shifting her weight. She kept her right arm tucked tight to her chest, the shirt pinned just under her elbow. “You’re important.”

Grey winked at her. “But never too important for you.”

Ola scoffed. “Tell that to your damn guard. I swear, I tried to come see you the other day, and that burly one with the eyebrows—”

“Rabbit?” Kier offered helpfully.

“What kind of fucking name is Rabbit?” Eron said.

“Nickname,” Kier explained. “Big as a tree? Curly hair?”

“Well, fucking Rabbit told me I didn’t have the clearances. The clearances! Gods alive, Grey, the fact that I was turned away by some brute called Rabbit.”

Grey sighed. “I’ll have a word,” she said, letting her head fall back on the cushions. Only months ago, the three of them had been her only guard, but she had forced them to take the six months of leave they’d been promised for delivering Sela. If they chose to return to her service after that time? Well, Kier would have space for them.

And if they chose to do anything else, go anywhere else? That was fine, too.

In the meantime, it made it easier for Grey to keep slipping her guard if they were strangers.

Brit was waggling their eyebrows at her; for her part, Grey was doing her level best to ignore the question in their eyes.

“Good. Because the next time I see your bunny, I can’t promise what my hand will do.”

“He’s not that bad,” Kier murmured. “And he keeps Grey safe.”

“Oh, shut up, Kier,” Ola sighed without heat.

“Eron?” Grey said, shifting her gaze. “Any grievances to air, while we’re here?”

“None at all,” Eron said primly. He was, Grey had discovered recently, spending a lot of time in the kitchens. She did not know if it had to do with the fact that he was now interested in the art of cooking, or because there was excellent food there at all hours.

“Brit?” she said, wincing.

The mage only looked at her, taking a long sip of their wine. “Oh,” they said, “you know. Feeling a little… burdened with anticipation.”

Grey raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps,” she said slowly, “that is something we can discuss tomorrow.” She had taken a risk, trusting Brit with a secret—she trusted Brit with a lot, but secrets were an entirely different territory—and she wasn’t going to let them ruin it now, mere minutes before she shared it with Kier.

They flashed her a bright smile. “Excellent news. I will be up at dawn waiting for your summons.”

Grey rubbed the bridge of her nose. On Sela’s other side, Kier looked a little confused, but he was smirking, as he always did when they didn’t feel so keenly the weight of their new roles.

“We should go, though,” Eron said sadly. “Yearna had some very pointed threats for me if we kept Sela away from her guard for too long.”

The others shuffled to prepare, pulling on jackets and finishing their wine. Kier moved to follow them out the door, but Grey grabbed his arm and held him back. “We’ll meet you there,” she said to Ola, who shot her a questioning glance. Brit only smiled; Ola shook her head and muttered something under her breath about other rabbits.

“What’s wrong?” Kier asked, moving to adjust one of the jewels that had shifted in Grey’s hair.

“Nothing. Just a surprise.”

He raised a brow, but did not ask for further clarification.

Grey pulled on her cloak and led him out. When she dismissed her guard, telling them to go to the feast without her, they protested. “I’m with the commander,” she said. “I will be fine.”

“Sir?” one of them said tentatively. He never unmade her decisions— but he did push for her safety.

Kier only shrugged. “Go on, then.” Grey couldn’t fight her wicked smile as they left.

She pulled Kier across one of the courtyards, down through the fortress and toward the walls. There, he lifted the gate with magic, and quietly drew a golden magelight as Grey led him toward the cliffside path. She barely noticed the power he pulled from her now; in her mother’s journals, she came to understand what Torrin had been trying to tell her. It was the nature of the sovereigns of Locke to not always be bound and married, but always tethered. After all, it was Kier who maintained the shields, Kier who kept the golden magelights burning, Kier whose wards guarded her door. There was power flowing through him constantly since the night months ago when they’d stood before Kitalma at her altar and given his freedom away.

“I suppose I don’t get to ask what this is,” he said, his arm looped through hers.

“We’re almost there,” she promised.

He sighed, looking down at her hem. “You’re going to get your dress all muddy.”

She shrugged. It was all posturing anyway; she was used to being covered in mud, and nearly everyone on the Isle had seen her in far worse shape. The finery was an active disruption from her usual state of disarray.

They rounded the hairpin turn on the path, and Grey’s stomach pulsed with anticipation. Beside her, Kier paused, drawing a quick breath.

“Grey,” he said, her name barely a sound in the dark. He stopped. She watched his face carefully as he swallowed unsteadily. She felt suddenly full of hollow anxiety, as if she could’ve made the wrong decision in giving him this.

“It’s yours,” she said.

Kier nodded, but he did not let go of her; he just moved to hold her hand and brightened the magelight. She kept a step behind him down the last bit of the path toward the ledge, protected from the worst of Locke’s winds.

The little cottage was pale bluish-gray stone, the same shade as the clapboard houses on Scaela’s shores but sturdier, nestled in with one wall built against the cliff. Kier hesitated for just a second before he opened the door. They stepped into the kitchen, painted pale yellow, and he gripped the back of a chair for support as he looked at it in wonder.

Grey said nothing.

He moved through the rooms: the kitchen, then the parlor, with its great fireplace and cushioned chairs and sofas. She had selected everything with comfort in mind, writing to Laurella and Pia when she was stuck. In their final letter before coming to Locke, Laurella had included a sketch she’d done of Lot and Kier when the pair were boys. He held it now, his face unreadable as he took the frame from the mantel. He studied it for a long moment, unreadable, then put it back and moved up the stairs.

He peered in at the bathing room, the two bedrooms (“For your mothers, and anyone else you want to visit,” she told him quietly) and the study, before he went up the final set of stairs. There, on the top floor, he found a bedroom with a wide bed and a trunk, and a great window looking out at Scaela. At his home.

He sat down hard. It was lucky, she thought, that the bed was there to catch him when his knees went weak.

She sat carefully beside him on the floor, resting her head on his knee. A very Locke quiet settled over them as they stared out to sea. Even the crashing waves and the shouting wind did not seem all that loud when they were in this little haven.

“Grey,” Kier said quietly, his voice breaking.

She looked up to see tears on his cheeks. She pushed herself to her knees and took his face in her hands, wiping them away with her thumbs.

“Is it okay?” she asked.

He drew a breath, looking at the window over her shoulder. “It’s… I don’t think I have words,” he admitted. He brought his hands up, covering hers. “How did you do all this?”

Grey chewed her lip. “Brit and Ola,” she admitted. “I was sure they would spoil the surprise.”

Kier laughed, breathy and uneven. “Fucking materialists,” he said, looking around the space in wonder, taking in the dark beams that crossed the ceiling and the quilt on the bed. His smile quirked up; he must’ve recognized that the quilt was one his mothers had brought from home.

“No one else knows it exists,” Grey said.

He looked at her, realization dawning. “And you asked me to shield and ward this path so you and Ola could spar in peace…”

“Yes.”

“So no one else can come down here.”

“Yes,” she said, her own grin widening.

“And you warned me of loose rocks on the cliff so I wouldn’t come here alone.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to see it until it was finished.”

Kier shook his head in astonishment, sitting back, taking it in. “A house,” he said.

“A cottage, really. An apology, for ruining your retirement.”

“Grey…”

She looked away then, letting her hands fall into his lap. He put his own over hers. “I want to be clear,” she said. “This is your house, Kier. Not mine. I will not come here unless you invite me. It is your place, and yours alone. I cannot give you your freedom back, but I can give you your space.”

He was quiet for a moment. When she looked up, she found him studying her face. He moved his thumb to tilt her chin up, bringing his magelight closer so he could see every detail of her face. Then he shifted, kneeling carefully in front of her. He traced his fingers across her collarbone—she was unable to suppress her shiver—and bent to kiss her, very gently.

“Will you stay the night, if I ask it?”

“That defeats the purpose of your own house.”

He nudged his nose against hers. “What if I ask very, very nicely?”

“Yes.”

Another soft kiss, like the press of his golden light. “And we don’t have to go to your party?”

She smiled, feeling his lips curve up in response. “Our party,” she said, her fingers moving up his sides and across his chest, skimming over the details of his coat. “I might have… already asked Imarta to give our regrets, if they didn’t see us in half an hour,” she admitted.

Kier laughed, his eyes sparkling. “Oh, Locke,” he said, moving his hands to grip her waist, his fingers digging in between the boning of her corset. “Your foresight remains astonishing, as always.”

She kissed his nose. “The nation of Locke accepts your compliments, but suggests you support your declarations with action, Commander.”

He twined his fingers through hers. “And am I not Locke, too?” he asked, the barest hint of hesitation in his voice.

“If you wish it?” she asked. She did not dare to hope.

That hesitation did not fade. “If you wish it.”

Far below, the waves crashed on the rocks, the sea rushing against the dark cliffs of the iron isle. She skimmed her fingers across his cheek, searching his face, the grin spreading across hers before she could stop it. “That you are, Locke,” she said.
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