


[image: The Second Death of Locke by V. L. Bovalino. A painted woman in armour holding a blood-stained sword]





[image: The Second Death of Locke by V. L. Bovalino]



Copyright

Published by Orbit

ISBN: 978-0-356-52454-2

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2025 by Tori Bovalino

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Map by Rebecka Champion (Lampblack Art)

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

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

Orbit

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk





For Matt




[image: A map of Idistra, showing the various city states of Nestria, Cleoc Strata and Scaela to the north and Luthar and Eprain to the south. Locke is an island nestled to the south east]



[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)




one

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 on 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 other-worldly 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 draught 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 non-stop 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 mum 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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two

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 acknowledgement 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
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