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Aftermath.

No one had said it, but I knew that any sense of hope had died on the black sands alongside our hundreds of fallen comrades.

I watched the smoke curl from the blazing bonfire as Bash gently cleaned my wounds from the goblin attack. His touch was careful, washing away the dirt and dried blood from my back—and I appreciated how, even exhausted from the battle, he still took the time to care for me.

I flinched as he dragged the cloth through a particularly deep cut.

“Sorry, I need to get all the sand out—these are nasty,” Bash said, lifting the shreds of my tunic and squeezing warm water over the laceration.

I clutched the rags tightly against my chest, making sure my breasts stayed concealed.

Seeking distraction from the throbbing pain, I observed the survivors huddled around the fire. Some soldiers still wore the remains of their armor, while the poorer men clung to their tattered, threadbare cloaks.

Red caught my attention—crouched low to the muddy ground, stabbing at clumps of dirt in front of him with a knife as though each mound were a goblin’s head.

Most of the men downed pints of ale faster than Regina’s dragon sank ships. The drink served its purpose, numbing them to the horrors on the beach.

Among the soldiers singing sea shanties, I noticed Godwin—his battered face wrapped in a bloodstained rag, a slash splitting his upper lip in two. If he wasn’t careful, there wouldn’t be an inch of his skin not scarred by war.

Despite his injuries, he clapped his hands and stomped his feet to the off-key rhythm of a drunken song.

Not all found solace in music and drink. For some, every sip made them weepier than a pus-filled sore, as they struggled to find light in the darkness.

From beneath the brim of his cap, Fletcher peered upward—his sad eyes meeting the flickering flames.

“I cannot believe Arthur’s dead and I’m still alive,” he said somberly.

“I know,” Bash murmured with a heavy sigh. “Only this morning he was—”

“There’s one man to blame for all of this,” Red called out, cutting Bash off. “The blood of every fallen soldier stains his hands.”

He rose to his feet, clearly tired of bludgeoning the ground.

“Who?” I asked, unable to restrain myself from getting involved.

“Fitzroy,” Red spat the name.

He crossed the camp, crouching down to meet my face.

“The only place he can lead an army is straight to its demise.”

From nearby, a sharp tut rang out.

“Don’t speak about our commander like that,” a man snapped, dried blood flecking his cheeks. “He fought beside us, shoulder to bleeding shoulder—no less than equals.”

“That’s more than can be said for the last commander,” Godwin piped up—his marked and bloodied face looked menacing in the flamelight.

He shook his bandaged hand at Red in absolute disapproval, sparking murmurs of agreement around the fire.

The men’s loyalty to Fitzroy blazed as fiercely as the flames. For them, the son of the King could do no wrong.

Red raised his hands, palms outstretched in a gesture of innocence.

“Doesn’t change the fact that many men died today,” he muttered—his earlier fervor softening at the sight of loyal comrades.

“How can mere mortals beat magical creatures?” I asked, hoping Red would see that Fitzroy’s leadership wasn’t to blame for our plight.

Fitzroy was far from perfect, and I struggled to understand why the men admired the very traits that made him intolerable.

Yet after today, it was clear he was fighting an uphill battle—one as steep and slippery as climbing a mudslide.

“The gods favor us,” Red proclaimed, rising to his feet, chest opened heavenward as though he’d been summoned by the divine.

“Do they?” I shot back, tilting my head up to find him towering over me—his face redder than his fiery hair.

“When that ogre ripped off poor Tom’s head, do you think that happened because the gods favored him?” I asked, my tone quieter, unsettled by the crazed look in his eye.

Red folded his arms across his wide chest—jaw clenched tighter than a vise.

“These beasts get their strength from demonic deities, not gods,” he said.

“If that’s true, we should recruit a demon or two,” Fletcher said despondently—his face lost beneath his cap. “We cannot beat magic. We all know that.”

From the way the vein on his thick neck bulged, I could tell Red didn’t like that comment.

“That sounds like something a wizard would say,” Red growled—the deep and guttural noise reverberating in his throat.

With a sudden, aggressive motion, Red swatted Fletcher’s cap from his head, sending it tumbling into the claylike dirt.

Fletcher slowly rose to his feet, then inched toward Red until they were close enough to kiss.

“That sounds like something a fool would say,” Fletcher retorted. “I don’t know what you saw from the safety of the beach, but out on the ships, there were things in that water I couldn’t imagine in my worst nightmares.”

Red’s hands shot out, seizing Fletcher by the lapels and yanking him in—their noses pressed against one another’s.

“I’ve seen a lot of blood today,” Red hissed through clenched teeth. “Another pint won’t bother me.”

Fletcher remained unfazed, letting out a low chuckle that only deepened the crimson hue of Red’s cheeks.

Around the bonfire, the drunken singing and sobbing faded away, replaced by a tense silence as all eyes turned toward the brewing altercation.

With a deep inhale, Fletcher tipped his head back—then, on the exhale, slammed it forward. His skull collided with Red’s in a sickening, bone-shattering crack.

Red staggered backward, clutching his beetroot-red face and howling in pain.

Fletcher merely rubbed his brow, then bent to retrieve his cap.

Just as his fingers grazed the felt, Red’s boot stamped on it.

My heart thumped, dreading what might happen next.

But unexpectedly, Red crouched and picked up the cap, offering it like a symbol of a truce.

Fletcher snatched it back.

Just as I believed the arguing was over, Red’s hand reached out again, brushing aside Fletcher’s white fringe.

I was stunned by the sight. Beneath the strands, he hid a scar.

Red drew a deep breath. “You’ve got the mark,” he said on the exhale.

Usually, it was concealed beneath the brim of his cap, but now it was exposed.

Fletcher had the same leathery cross branded into his forehead as the outcast beggars at the Walled City.

A few men gasped—and so did I, shocked that I’d never questioned whether he was a wizard like his cousin.

“He got it for stealing, not for casting spells,” Bash said, stepping to Fletcher’s side. “We’re family, so you can trust me when I say he’s no wizard.”

Unease gripped me as Bash inserted himself into the confrontation. Red pointed a finger, darting it between the two of them.

“How do we know you’re not the same?” he demanded—his sweaty face and wild eyes making him look rabid.

Fletcher jabbed his finger back.

“I’m starting to think that you’re the wizard,” he said. “I believe you’re trying to sow suspicion among us soldiers, so our next battle’s bloodier than the last.”

Bash nodded firmly.

“Hear, hear,” he uttered—his gaze, usually gentle, now firm and piercing.

Red tucked his hands into his pocket, as if retreating from the argument. But as he turned away, I caught the glint of something shiny—possibly a blade—in his clenched fist.

“One last thing,” Red murmured, spinning back to Fletcher.

I forced myself to stand—cuts stinging—as I threw my body between them.

“No more fighting!” I yelled, my voice trembling with desperation. “Haven’t we fought enough today?”

Red hesitated, and I silently prayed he’d yield.

“You’re right, Smith,” he said, slipping the silver knife back into his pocket. “We can settle this another night.”

After casting one final glare at the white-haired men, Red retreated to the far side of the bonfire.

Fletcher sank back onto his seat, rocking back and forth—still seething.

I let out a weary sigh. Our army needed to employ magic to contend with Regina’s forces, and I was even willing to use my own abilities. But I knew no spells. And after tonight’s violent outburst, I was uncertain how to convince the men who did.

“Smith,” a knight called out across the encampment, interrupting my spiraling thoughts. “Finn Smith?”

I raised my hand. “Here.”

“His Highness would like to see you in his tent,” the knight said, gesturing for me to follow.

Bash scoffed. “The bastard cannot get enough of your company,” he muttered.

As I shrugged on my long coat, part of me wondered what I’d done wrong to warrant Fitzroy’s summons—while another part was relieved to escape the squabbles.

“Your Highness,” the knight announced as he held open the tent flap. “Finn Smith is here at your request.”

Inside, Fitzroy paced the length of his tent.

He’d shed his armor, cleaned the blood from his face, and now donned plush fur and his finest jewels.

I bowed my head in dutiful respect—assuming his ego would be bruised after the defeat.

“Wine?” Fitzroy asked, offering me a goblet filled to the brim.

Wine was an expensive luxury reserved for the wealthy, and I’d never tasted it before, so I eagerly accepted, taking a big gulp. Swilling the liquid around my mouth, I noted its fruity flavor edged with a vinegary tang. The wine was strong, so I sipped it slowly, waiting for Fitzroy to explain why he had summoned me.

“I wanted to thank you for the repairs on my armor,” Fitzroy said, taking my hand in a firm grip. “Your talent saved my life. You’re a great blacksmith.”

He squeezed my hand—sincere gratitude brimming in his sparkling eyes.

Though I welcomed his recognition, I’d learned that in the brutal landscape of war, it meant nothing.

“My being a good blacksmith may have saved you today, but it doesn’t guarantee tomorrow,” I said, withdrawing my hand.

Fitzroy sucked his teeth, his appreciation evaporating quicker than a pot of water upon the hearth.

“Can you not make a snide comment for once?” he asked, his tone familiar now—snarky and sharp.

“You need to use magic,” I pleaded.

“You think if I told those heathens I’m a wizard, they’d welcome my magical abilities?” he asked, pausing for my response.

I didn’t humor him with one. Instead, I quaffed my goblet of wine.

Fitzroy tutted as I wiped my lips with the back of my hand and slammed down the goblet, overcome with queasiness as the potent liquid swirled in my belly.

“They’d throw me on the bonfire,” he continued, answering his own question.

I shook my head. “For some reason, unbeknownst to me, they deeply respect you. I truly believe many of the men would follow you through even the darkest of nights.”

“I’ve seen how quickly subjects can turn on their ruler,” Fitzroy murmured, running a hand through his dark hair. “My aunt was admired one moment, abhorred the next.”

I latched onto his shoulders, shaking him. “There’s more magic residing in Lyonesse than the King admits—I saw people on the cliffs casting spells.”

For a moment, Fitzroy studied my face—his eyes brimming with worry—before letting out a harsh exhale. “If Regina has wizards on our soil, her army is truly impenetrable—”

“The wizards weren’t fighting for her,” I interrupted. “They were protecting us.”

Fitzroy’s brows furrowed; his expression was one of deep concern. “I think you saw what you wanted to see.”

He cupped my face tenderly, as though genuinely worried I was hallucinating. For a breath, I wavered in his palms while he pinched his bottom lip between his teeth, drawing my attention to his mouth. But then he did the thing that always snapped me out of his hypnotic gaze—he spoke.

“Don’t lose your sanity,” Fitzroy said, slapping my cheeks hard enough to sting.

In the pit of my stomach, anger sparked—fueled not only by his condescending tone, but my own desire. Why was he so pleasing to the eye? Why did his lips look so good for kissing?

It was as if he’d been grown from the tree of temptation, and I—shamefully—wanted a piece of him.

I pointed my shaky finger at his face, hoping he knew it trembled in rage. “If you cannot find a speck of courage, teach me sorcery,” I demanded. “I’ll use it to win this war.”

Shaking his head, he declined my request. “Stick to what you’re good at. Once more, I thank you for your expertise in ironwork, but now you must leave—I need time to strategize.”

He ushered me toward the exit.

“There’s no time left,” I protested desperately, knowing that good fortune had been my ally during the invasion, and fearing that the gods wouldn’t favor me a second time.

Once he had pushed me to the tent flap, Fitzroy resumed his pacing. “I should dedicate my mornings to prayer and repentance, in case I’ve upset the gods,” he muttered, clearly speaking only to himself.

As he blamed divine retribution for the massacre, my mind involuntarily recalled the image of Tom’s head rolling toward my feet—his frozen, terrified face would haunt me forever. I imagined his mother, stooped over a big pot as she prepared his favorite stew in hopeful anticipation of his homecoming, only to be met with inconsolable grief.

The idea constricted my chest until I could bear it no longer.

“Your cowardice is infuriating,” I cut through his soliloquy, my voice thick with both anger and sorrow.

Fitzroy deviated from the path and marched toward me. “Watch your tongue, witch,” he growled, his breath heavy with the scent of wine.

“Stop threatening to expose me as a woman,” I shot back, standing my ground, holding my head as high as my neck would let me.

“Be thankful that you are. If you were a man, I’d have your head for those words.”

His patronizing tone shattered my self-control. Before I could rein it in, I raised my quivering hand and slapped him hard across the cheek.

“Would you have my head for that, too?” I asked, trembling with anger.

My palm throbbed, yet Fitzroy didn’t flinch. He walked over to his table, putting it between us.

“No,” he said, stroking his reddened cheek, showing me my slap must have stung. “But if you do that again, I’ll strip you naked beside the bonfire for all to see. Everyone will know your secret—and war’s no place for a woman.” He chuckled contemptuously, pouring himself more wine. “I know you’ve no desire to be carted back to the Wetlands, so you’d best learn to bite your tongue quickly.”

His lordly laughter only stoked my rage further.

“Forgive me, my Prince,” I said, bowing my head. “Excuse my candor, but are you actually a prince?” I looked up, piercing his gaze. “Or are you just the glorified son of a whore?”

I hadn’t realized he had thrown the goblet until it shattered against a tent pole beside my head. Red wine stained my tunic, and a fragment of glass nicked my cheek, drawing blood.

Fitzroy sighed as if disappointed in his aim, then strode over. My instincts urged me to retreat into the corner, certain he’d hurl more shards my way, yet I found a surge of courage and stood tall in his presence.

With a sharp, exasperated breath, he hastily removed his glove. His fingertips hovered over the cut on my cheek as he muttered in Yfelle.

“Closen hire wund, hiersum tou hattan. Halen hire flasc, hedan tou crafa.” Close her wound, obey my command. Repair her flesh, heed my demand.

I fixated on the marble marking on his palm, swirling like he had purple whirlpools beneath his skin. Then, he wiped his fingers over my wound. I reached up, expecting to feel the sting of the gash—but there was nothing. He had healed it with magic.

“See you on the morrow,” Fitzroy said coldly, his tone dismissive. Turning away, he grabbed an intact goblet, filled it to the brim with fruity wine, and resumed his relentless pacing.

I ducked out of his tent, worrying I might combust from the anger burning inside of me. As much as I longed to challenge his defeatist battle plan, I knew I couldn’t. Fitzroy held the upper hand—in strength, status, and sorcery.





Army of Wizards.

A week had passed since our failed invasion, and I’d devoted every waking hour to the smithy, repairing the battered remnants of our weapons. Fitzroy had promised a fresh batch of recruits before the next push—as though manpower would somehow fell a fire-breathing, acid-spitting dragon. I knew that more men on the battlefield would only mean more grave digging.

On that dry afternoon, I sat at the anvil, hammering bent swords back into shape. The smithy felt dreadfully empty without Tom’s presence. I kept turning to my right side, expecting to see him, but he was never there. He was gone.

Red marched around the tent, barking orders at his men as he relished the small measure of power he possessed.

“The fate of the soldiers is in our hands,” he whispered to Godwin, his words barely audible above the clang of metal. “Strategy alone won’t win this war—but sharp swords and sturdy shields might.”

I sighed as I pounded a dented blade with my mallet. Though united under the King’s orders, our army had splintered into factions, each fighting for its own vision of Lyonesse, making a harmonious future seem impossible.

“Don’t let the men hear you say that,” Godwin mumbled, casting a wary glance over his shoulder. “In their eyes, the bastard can do no wrong.”

Red scoffed. “I’m more afraid of my own reflection than that son of a whore—or anyone who worships him,” he declared, flexing his muscular arms.

I didn’t want to imagine how brutal Red could be in a fight with another man, especially after I’d witnessed him effortlessly break Margaret’s nose.

“He claims to be the greatest swordsman Lyonesse has ever seen, yet he couldn’t even kill a goblin,” Red continued. “I don’t trust a single word that leaves his mouth.”

A part of me wanted to side with Red, still bitter from my argument with Fitzroy. Yet a stronger part believed I should defend him, though I knew that would be futile. Red loathed his liege, and no one could convince him that the bastard was trying to protect Lyonesse.

“I cannot agree with you there—I think Fitzroy’s a strong leader,” Godwin remarked. “But there are others at Cambas I don’t trust.” He stoked the flames. “That archer with the red branding—he must be a wizard. He’s probably the reason we lost, secretly aiding Regina’s victory.”

“Smith,” Red called, striding over to where I’d been keeping myself out of their conversation. “I’ve seen you sitting with the white-haired men by the fire at supper. Do you suspect that Fletcher’s cunning folk?”

I shook my head. “I think he’s a thief—nothing more crooked than that,” I replied, though doubt lingered in my mind.

I couldn’t ask him outright if he was a wizard. It was an unspoken rule. Still, I suspected he might be.

As if on cue, Godwin murmured, “There’s one way to know for certain. Trial by water.”

Red huffed a laugh. “Don’t tempt me into swimming a wizard.”

Godwin smirked, clearly amused by the idea of determining Fletcher’s magical abilities by binding his limbs, tossing him in water, and seeing if he floated or drowned.

Mother once told me of the ways King James advised his lords to test suspected magical folk. He suggested they strip and search the accused for cursed marks—moles, warts, anything unsightly—or prick their skin with needles to see if they reacted appropriately to pain. He even recommended torture until a confession was forced from their lips. But Mother said the only thing those trials proved was how cruel man becomes when faced with the unknown.

“I do hope you’re speaking in jest,” I said, deeply concerned for my friend.

But before he could confirm, a sudden burst of daylight flooded the dimness of the smithy—the tent flap flinging open to reveal a backlit figure.

“Good morrow,” Fitzroy said, his arrival swiftly ending our conversation.

He didn’t appear in his usual pristine manner, though the ruggedness suited him better. His beard was unkempt, and he wore a simple outfit—a maroon long coat over a plain tunic and breeches, with no rings or necklaces. In that modest attire, I could have mistaken him for a commoner.

The working men stood to their feet, bowing their heads to His Highness. I followed suit, swearing my allegiance, as if I had any other choice.

“Could I borrow Smith?” Fitzroy asked Red.

Red nodded. “He’s all yours.”

I followed Fitzroy through the encampment and into his tent. He picked up a wine bottle, poured himself a glass, and offered me one—but I declined.

“I don’t like to admit it, but you’re right,” Fitzroy said, swirling the wine in his goblet. “We cannot win without magic.”

I nodded, secretly pleased to hear him acknowledge he was wrong.

“I’ve been corresponding with my father,” he continued. “I told him plainly about the devastation of the invasion he ordered—the men’s exhaustion and their hopelessness. His response was one of indifference.”

He pointed toward a piece of parchment on his desk.

“I cannot read,” I reminded him, feeling embarrassed.

Fitzroy tutted, setting down his goblet and raising his palms. “In godsped tou crafa thee’ll hedan, taechen pis wifmann sche oe radan.” In good speed my demand you will heed, teach this woman how to read.

Lowering his hands, he tapped on the parchment. “Try now.”

I stared at what had always been meaningless swirls of ink—only now did I see letters forming words that I understood. For the first time, I was reading the language of men.

“How?” I whispered, quaking and confused. “How’s that possible?”

Fitzroy mimed locking his mouth with a key.

“Shut it and read,” he instructed.

Obediently, I picked up the letter and read:

Dear Fitzroy,

I understand your concerns regarding Regina and her forces, but I cannot condone the use of magic. My kingship is reliant on the devotion of my subjects, and I have gained their trust through our unified enemy: all things magical. I am disappointed to learn that the invasion was unsuccessful. But find solace in the knowledge that the fallen men did not die in vain. The news of their sacrifice has caused outrage across the realm, strengthening our unity through our hatred for Regina. It may feel like a defeat right now, yet in time these losses will make us victorious.

I have asked the lords in my Order to send more soldiers, weapons, and provisions to Cambas. These reinforcements should bolster morale while I write a treaty astute enough to pacify Regina, until I find the right moment to take her head.

In the meantime, prevent the war from spreading inland, and remain steadfast on the path I have laid toward defeating our common enemy.

May the gods bless you.

Regards,

King James Belfour

The exhilaration of my newfound literacy quickly gave way to dread.

“His resentment for his sister will be the death of us all,” I murmured, setting down the parchment.

“I’ve a plan,” Fitzroy announced. “One I’ve not shared with my advisers or the esquire, for I fear they’d report my deviation to my father.”

“What’s your plan, my liege?” I asked, deliberately using his title to affirm my loyalties.

“Do you know if any of the men have magical abilities?” he asked.

I nodded cautiously. “I know of one other.”

“Who?”

I hesitated. Only Bash could decide whether to trust someone with such a dangerous secret.

Fitzroy nodded, as if understanding my reticence. “Magic’s stronger in groups. Incantations, divinations—when performed by multiple sorcerers—are often unbreakable,” he explained. “I’m tasking you, Smith, with assembling an army of wizards—a group of men whose abilities can fortify our forces.”

“How would that work?”

“They could enchant weapons and shield our soldiers, casting incantations covertly during battle. Who knows, there might be a sorcerer among us stronger than Regina—someone capable of ending this war.”

“Hm,” I murmured as I recalled Red and Godwin’s dark conversation about trialing suspected wizards in water. Though I doubted either of them possessed abilities, I didn’t know how to conduct my own witch trials.

“How am I supposed to identify the wizards among the men?” I asked, hoping Fitzroy had already devised that part of the plan.

“Your expertise is in concealing your true self. If anyone can spot someone hiding who they really are, it’ll be you,” he said confidently.

I scoffed, disliking that he was right. “And how am I going to convince them to expose themselves?” I pressed, knowing no man willingly admitted he was a wizard.

“It will remain a secret,” Fitzroy reassured me. “Only those within the wizard army will know of one another’s abilities. I’ll secure a private place for meetings, far from prying eyes.”

I sighed heavily, wrestling with whether I wanted to be involved.

“I’m not asking if you’re willing,” Fitzroy said, as if reading my thoughts. “I’m telling you that you are—this is an order from your commander.”

Rolling my eyes, I offered him a patronizing salute, mocking his bidding. I despised the way he asserted his authority over me.

“Good girl,” he teased, though I was too preoccupied to retort, already mentally sorting the soldiers into two categories: definitely nonmagical and possibly wizards.

“I’ll inform Red that I require your assistance for the next few days,” Fitzroy added.

I nodded.

Then he grasped my shoulders and pulled me close. “I know I can trust you with this,” he said, his tone as much an affirmation to himself as to me.

He patted me firmly before returning to his desk.

For a moment, I watched him filter through the parchment as the flickering candlelight highlighted the strong contours of his handsome face. Stripped of his usual grandeur, he looked all the more charming.

“My liege,” I called.

He glanced up from his papers.

“I like your less regal look,” I admitted, almost blushing—though I couldn’t understand why stating a simple fact had stirred such a reaction within me.

Fitzroy narrowed his eyes in skepticism. “Are you speaking in jest?”

“I swear to the gods, you look modest and approachable,” I said. Rugged and strapping, I thought.

That familiar smolder appeared on Fitzroy’s face. It annoyed me slightly less than usual.

“Well, thank you for your flattery,” he said.

With a final nod, I bowed my head and stepped away, determined to fulfill his request and assemble a hidden army of wizards.

o

The clouds had momentarily parted, and the seamen took advantage of the pleasant weather to sift through the wreckage of the failed invasion. I hurried along the sands, noticing how the yellow grains underfoot darkened to charcoal as I approached the water. The shipyard’s dry dock held the reparable vessels, propped up in the building berth and awaiting restoration, while the badly burnt ships floated out at sea—with the deceased still aboard, forming a haunting nautical graveyard.

Shielding my eyes from the glaring sunlight, I scanned the deck for a hint of white hair among the brunettes and auburns. Beneath the hull of a beached ship, I spotted Fletcher in his signature cap. He and several other men were collecting reusable arrows from the sands, but Bash was nowhere to be seen. After a moment of scrutinizing the many faces working on the deck, I finally spotted him.

Bash stood without his tunic, his skin aglow in the golden hue of the sunset, every muscle on his torso highlighted. He untied the string holding back his hair, allowing his mane of white locks to fall freely before he picked up an axe. His toned arms tensed as he swung the blade into a chunk of wood, and I watched in awe as he split the log effortlessly in two. Standing upright, he wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, while droplets trailed down his chest as if his very skin was crying out to be touched.

Since Arthur’s death, I’d shared Bash’s warmth every night with Fletcher. The once-accidental embraces—moments I’d assumed were innocent, unconscious gestures in his sleep—had ceased. Part of me wondered if their absence since Fletcher joined our sleeping arrangement was mere coincidence; another, more troubling part worried that Bash had sensed my feelings for him and now felt uncomfortable in my presence.

“Bash,” I called out before he noticed me gawking.

At the sound of his name, he dropped his axe and waved in my direction. He climbed down a ladder propped against the ship, jumping the final meter onto the charred sands. As he ran toward me, I focused on his face, determined not to betray that his physique flustered me.

Panting as he caught his breath, Bash greeted me with a grin. “Smith, what a pleasant surprise,” he said, wiping his sweaty stomach with his tunic.

My eyes disobeyed me, glancing down at his heaving chest; his form was so divine it felt unholy to behold—a test from the gods, perhaps.

“I’m here on Fitzroy’s orders,” I said, forcing myself to meet his gaze.

Bash looked puzzled. “What could Fitzroy possibly want from me?”

“He wants your purple palms,” I replied.

Bash edged in close. “You told him I was a wizard?” he asked, his voice hushed yet urgent.

I shook my head and glanced over my shoulder to ensure no one was within earshot.

“Fitzroy’s a wizard, too,” I said, trusting him implicitly. “A good one. He’s accepted that this war cannot be won without magical assistance, and tasked me with forming a secret army of wizards.”

Bash rested his hands on his hips, inhaled deeply, and then exhaled slowly. “Do you trust Fitzroy?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I don’t think we have any other choice,” I replied.

Bash nodded in agreement.

“Do you suspect anyone else among the men might be magical?” I asked.

Bash scrunched his face in thought and then turned toward the ship. “Fletcher!” he yelled.

Fletcher emerged from the shadow of the hull clutching the arrows he’d retrieved.

“He’s a wizard, too?” I asked, recalling the leathery branding on his forehead.

“No,” Bash replied. “He doesn’t possess any abilities, but many in our family do. He’s learned every trick to hide magic.”

“Your family talks about magic?” I asked, surprised.

Bash nodded. “Yours doesn’t?”

I shook my head. “My mother forbade me from telling anyone—she didn’t want me to burden my brothers.”

“Aren’t either of your brothers wizards?” Bash asked, his brow furrowed in puzzlement.

“No,” I replied, selfishly wishing that at least one of them were.

“What about your sister, Niamh?” Bash pressed, and at the sound of my own name, I flinched.

“No,” I said swiftly, hoping to stop any further questions about a sibling who didn’t exist.

I sighed deeply, imagining how much easier my childhood might have been if I’d been able to share my secret with even one other person. Just the thought lifted a weight from my shoulders.

“Cousin,” Fletcher called, interrupting my thoughts, as he dropped the arrows onto the sands. “How can I help?”

For a second, I froze, wanting to confess my magic, yet unable to forget Mother’s warnings.

Sharing secrets was deadly.

I glanced to Bash, who gave me a reassuring nod—melting both my heart and my anxieties.

I leaned into Fletcher’s ear and whispered, “I’m a wizard,” before stepping back.

“Aha!” he exclaimed, clicking his fingers. “That’s why you two are so close.”

Bash nodded. “Smith’s been tasked with creating an army of wizards—a band of magical men to help us win this war. Do you suspect any of the men at Cambas might be wizards?”

“Nope,” Fletcher replied, tugging at a golden chain around his neck. “But I think a few believe I am.”

“Be careful,” I warned. “Some of the men in the smithy were talking about trialing suspected wizards in water—and your name came up.”

Fletcher scoffed. “I’m a seaman. I can swim.” He mimicked doing a breaststroke and then a paddle, as if buoyancy alone could save him from these men thirsting for magical blood.

“What if they bind your arms and legs?” I asked.

“I can fight,” Fletcher said, demonstrating his punches. He bounced back and forth on the balls of his feet, jabbing the air with his fists, ducking and dodging imaginary blows from a pretend opponent. “Back home in the Headlands, I settled disputes with bare-knuckle fights. I’ve a talent for headbutting and eye gouging,” he added, his gold pendant swinging with his movements.

“I’ve seen him blind a man,” Bash said, shuddering at the memory.

Fletcher paused and chuckled—a glint of fond recollection in his eyes—then he sighed contentedly before resuming his shadowboxing. The golden pendant swung into the sunlight once more, capturing my curiosity like a magpie drawn to something shiny.

“Where did you get that?” I asked, worried Fletcher had pilfered Fitzroy’s royal jewels.

He stopped punching the air and held the necklace out proudly. “Nicked it off that pretty whore’s neck,” he said as he opened the pendant. “It had a lock of red hair inside, but I threw that into the sea.” He then closed it, biting the locket in between his teeth. “I think it’s real gold,” he added, letting it bounce back against his chest.

Something in the locket piqued my attention. I reached for Fletcher’s neck and ran my fingers along the chain till I caught the locket. With a flick of my thumb, I opened it. Carved into the gold was a six-petaled flower—similar to the daisy wheel I’d seen chiseled into sandstone after fleeing Green Vale.

“You definitely stole this from one of the women working in the brothel?” I asked, peeling my gaze away from the etching to look at Fletcher.

“Yep.”

My heart raced. “Red wasn’t lying,” I whispered to myself, recalling his claim that Margaret had spoken in Yfelle.

I turned to Bash. “I know where I can recruit Fitzroy’s soldiers.”

“Where?” he asked, staring at me intently.

“The brothel,” I replied. “I’m not certain, but I think the women working there are witches. This symbol—I’ve seen it before, etched into an aged piece of sandstone with Yfelle engraved around it.”

“What did the Yfelle say?” Bash probed.

“Follwen’he Seolfor Wicce.” Follow the Silver Witch, I recited.

“Follow the Silver Witch,” Bash translated for Fletcher. “Doesn’t that suggest that they’re followers of Regina?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. It might be an old symbol from when Regina was favored.”

“Are you certain the whores are witches?” Bash asked. “If you’re wrong, it could cost you your life.”

He was right, and that thought unsettled me; yet what terrified me even more was the prospect of another battle as ruthless as the last. Besides, the locket was only one clue—I recalled the other subtle magical hints I’d observed at Cambas that all pointed toward the women being witches.

“During the invasion, I saw people on that cliff edge fighting for our side with spells,” I said, pointing toward the spot. “I couldn’t see their faces, but it’s too much of a coincidence—one woman caught speaking in Yfelle, another wearing a symbol tied to the Silver Witch, and cloaked strangers performing incantations near the brothel.”

Bash offered an encouraging smile. “I think you might be on to something. Would Fitzroy want women in his magical army?”

I snorted, knowing he had already accepted me leading the search.

“His Highness has entrusted this task to me. He has no choice.”

Fletcher chuckled. “You want to spend another evening at the brothel?” he asked with a coy smile. “Careful Smith—you’ll get a name for yourself.”

I turned to Bash, ignoring Fletcher as he tittered at his own remark.

“Will you join me on my witch hunt?” I asked.

Bash rolled his eyes. “Of course I will.”





A Final Night in Cambas.

I awoke to a pounding head and a sour stomach—the bitter aftermath of the surfeit of ale I’d glugged the night before. Bash’s arms still encircled me, but I couldn’t savor his embrace; my corset dug into my skin as if trying to tear me in two. I struggled to swallow, my throat painfully dry and parched. Seeking relief, I decided to sneak off to the smithy in search of ale and comfier garments.

Stealthily, I attempted to disentangle myself from Bash’s embrace without disturbing his slumber. Yet, as I shifted, he drew me closer, his grip tightening. When I tried to gently peel his arms away, Bash stirred awake.

“Where you off to now?” he murmured, his voice still thick with sleep.

“The smithy,” I breathed.

His heavy eyelids fluttered shut as I stroked a finger over his flushed cheek. The scent of sleep—warm and comforting—made me yearn to crawl back into his arms. But the pressing need to change out of the attention-drawing gown and ease my parched throat outweighed that desire. Leaning forward, I pressed a soft kiss on his cheek. As I drew back, I caught a faint smile curling his lips, and I knew he was still somewhat awake.

“I’ll see you this eve,” I whispered, rising to my feet.

Though Bash’s eyes stayed shut, he nodded faintly.

Ducking from the tent, I paused to behold the rising sun, its golden hues blooming across the skyline and casting a warm glow through the encampment. To my surprise, Regina hadn’t blown a distracting tempest our way—no doubt, she was preoccupied with preparations for war.

I filled a tankard with ale, convinced that the hair of the dog would cure my pounding headache. The first few sips made me heave as I stumbled through the camp toward the smithy.

Slipping through the tent’s entrance, I found solace in the familiar aroma of smoldering iron. Without hesitation, I rifled through the rags strewn across the earthen floor in search of something wearable.

Among the scraps tucked beneath the canvas—placed there to keep out the rain—I discovered blood-stained garments, likely stripped from a fallen soldier and repurposed as coal rags. These would have to suffice. Grabbing a blade from the tool rack, I sliced through my beautiful gown; vanity had no place in war. Freed from its constriction, I slipped into the musty garments.

The tunic was excessively long, and the breeches hung near my ankles rather than fitting snugly around my knees—nevertheless the outfit rendered me a soldier once more. I fashioned a crude belt from my gown’s lacing and kept my stockings on as makeshift hose. As for my velveteen slippers, all I could do was sully them with coal dust to mask their gaudy appearance.

Godwin staggered into the tent, his gait suggesting he was still drunk from the night before.

“Oh, Smith,” he grumbled, gripping his forehead like he thought it might fall off. “Is it Smith? Or should I call you by another name now?”

“Smith is fine,” I replied curtly.

“What happened to your garments?” he questioned, gesturing to the hacked-up fabric littering the smithy floor.

“The gown was impractical,” I explained, crouching to gather the remnants and tossing them into the pile of worn rags.

Godwin nodded as if he understood—even though I doubted he could fathom the discomfort of a corset.

Without hesitation, he started handing me bags of coal for the furnace, as if it were any ordinary day—seemingly unfazed by the fact that I was a woman and a witch.

I appreciated that.

“Did you know I’m in charge now?” Godwin grunted, moving another heavy bag in my direction.

I shook my head. “No,” I replied, grappling at the hefty sack.

“Well, I am,” he added, a proud grin pulling at his scar. “Are you back to work today?”

I gave a sharp nod. Though I thought the question was a little late; he’d already roped me into labor.

“Good. We need more hands,” Godwin said, tilting his head toward a barrel brimming with bent and broken blades.

As the morning wore on, I helped prepare the smithy for the workday, and slowly more craftsmen filtered in—among them was Finn.

Tugging at my baggy tunic, Finn shook his head. “You look like the village idiot,” he teased, smirking at my dishevelment.

“Men,” Godwin called, planting his hands firmly on his hips. “I spent the early hours speaking with Prince Fitzroy. He’s given strict orders to ensure our readiness for the coming war.” Retrieving an oil-slick apron, he tightened its strings around his waist. “I want mortal men on this side and wizards over there.”

To my astonishment, the workers split into nearly equal factions. I stared in disbelief, dumbfounded by how many men hid the same secret as me.

“Oh, and witches,” Godwin added, catching my eye with a knowing wink. “Mortal men, you’ll mend weapons, forge blades, and weld armor. Wizards, you are to enchant the iron to strengthen it. Prince Fitzroy’s provided a list of spells required to complete the task.”

The thickness of the parchment told of the hours Fitzroy must have spent writing them.

There was no time to hesitate. Everyone settled into their workstations, ready for the long day ahead. Even those who clearly opposed witchcraft grudgingly followed Godwin’s orders, aware of their vulnerability to us magical folk. As I guided the inexperienced wizards through the incantations, my palms projected a purple glow, illuminating the dim tent. Some men at the forge directed wary glances my way—a stark reminder that the hatred sown by the King might take generations to uproot.

Godwin soon appeared by my side, giving my shoulder a gentle squeeze. “It’s good to have you back. Your absence was noted.”

I gave him a kind smile before returning to the task at hand. Murmuring the incantation under my breath, I remained wary of speaking Yfelle aloud with so many ears nearby. The blade glistened as I spoke—a gleam sweeping across its surface as the spell took hold.

“Never would’ve guessed you were a wiza—witch, Smith,” Godwin remarked, picking up the enchanted weapon and placing another sharpened blade in front of me. “Nor did I imagine you were a woman.”

He shook his head, as if both revelations had somehow disappointed him.

“Does that change the fact that you noticed my absence?” I asked, a hint of indignation in my tone.

Godwin paused—his gaze drifting past me, as if he could see through the canvas to some faraway place while he pondered my question.

“I suppose not,” he admitted.

“Do you have any magical heritage?” I asked, though his previous threats of water-trialing witches left me doubtful.

“No—only man I’ve met who hated magic more than me was Red,” he replied, his fingers tentatively reaching for his tight and twisted scar.

“But this morning, during my conversation with Prince Fitzroy, he earned my trust and loyalty,” Godwin added, his hands no longer grazing his cheek, but busy sorting through weapons.

“The current King’s reign has brought nothing but disease and division. I pray that bastard will rule like his magical grandfather—that’s what he’s promised.”

A surge of pride swelled within me as Fitzroy rose to meet such a formidable challenge, though my admiration was tainted by deep hurt.

As I continued enchanting, my thoughts turned to Red—how he’d died by rope for no other reason than his hard-line views against magic.

I’d have guessed Godwin would’ve done the same—died a martyr in the name of magical banishment. But I suppose one should never assume.

It was as if the two men were cut from the same cloth, but with different knives. Both hated magic. I’m sure both had their reasons. Yet in the end, only one refused to tar all sorcery with the same brush, learning that the actions of one person don’t speak for an entire community.

The remainder of the day passed in a blur of spell work and iron, combining the two things I loved most: forging and magic.

As the golden light filtering beneath the canvas deepened to black, I knew the day was drawing to a close. Usually, I’d welcome a break from labor, yet tonight, I felt only the heavy weight of what lay ahead. With each passing breath, war crept nearer, chasing the first rays of dawn; by sunrise, a deadly battle would be poised on the horizon.

As I feared the near future, a clamor behind me spurred me to turn. I saw the men rise in unison as Fitzroy entered, clad in a simple outfit reminiscent of the one I’d once complimented. Though I knew our paths would cross again, I had no time to ponder my reaction. When our eyes met, I wasn’t sure what to feel—if anything, I was numb.

The men bowed, and I followed suit; now dressed in a tunic and breeches, a bow felt far more fitting than a curtsy.

“Good eve,” Fitzroy said as he circled the smithy and inspected the weapons. “I’m pleased with the work you men have done.” He met each man’s eye, ensuring they felt his appreciation. When he reached me, I lowered my gaze, avoiding his acknowledgment—no longer craving his approval.

“My good man,” Fitzroy said, extending his hand to Godwin, who accepted it with a resolute shake. “I’m very impressed.”

“Thank you, my liege,” Godwin replied. “None of us have taken a break all day—we’ve been working harder than the gods on the first day of creation.”

“Go now and eat,” Fitzroy commanded, gesturing toward the exit. “You’ll need your strength on the morrow.”

I ducked out of the stifling smithy into the cool evening breeze, joining the others as we made our way to the bonfire for pottage and ale.

“Niamh,” Fitzroy called, sending a shiver down my spine—I noted how he’d returned to addressing me by my first name. “May I borrow you?”

I longed to tell him to vex me no further, yet I knew he must be seen as a respected leader. Despite his earlier cruelty, I still cared for him.

Nodding silently, I followed him through the encampment.

As we neared his tent, he uttered, “What on the gods’ green earth are you wearing?”

“Practical clothing,” I replied, avoiding his gaze.

He held open the entrance flap, and I slipped under his arm, catching a faint hint of his musky scent.

Inside, Fitzroy stood opposite me, but I refused to meet his eye—instead, I focused on the wooden planks underfoot, wary that just the sight of him might rekindle my anger.

“I wish to apologize,” he said, tilting his head as he tried to meet my downward glance. “You know I don’t believe the things I said last night.”

I looked up, letting him see the anger glowing in my eyes. He scrutinized me before disappearing behind the partition.

“I’m sorry,” he continued from out of sight. “I was angry because I—”

“When we left for the Isle, you knew I was upset about him,” I interrupted, determined to say all the things I wished I had the night before. “You were there when he declared we were no longer friends. You heard me begging for his forgiveness. During our time at Regina’s court, we became close, and I grew fonder of you each day. When we returned, Bash sought amends—and all I did was explain why I’d lied and say that I still care for him. I never betrayed you. I didn’t even embrace him—I merely shook his hand. For in the time Bash and I were apart, when I believed he hated me, my loyalty shifted. It was no longer his, but yours.”

“I know,” he murmured, emerging from behind the partition with a clean tunic, breeches, and hose in hand.

I accepted the garments. “Thank you,” I said quietly, as he turned his back to give me privacy to change.

As I removed the musty tunic and slipped into the fresh one, more unspoken thoughts from the night before resurfaced.

“You sent me out—alone—as the only woman in this camp, with no regard for my safety or where I might sleep,” I chided, my gaze fixed on the back of his head, searching for signs of remorse. “How can I believe that you don’t mean those awful words when your actions say otherwise?”

Fitzroy sighed, his shoulders sagging. “All I can say is sorry—”

“I don’t forgive you,” I cut him off, uninterested in his apology—I was good at holding grudges. “But I’ll keep my promise to stand by your side until victory—or death—because I truly believe you’ll be a good king. For all your faults, you’ll make Lyonesse a realm where all can live freely, without fear of persecution. For that, the kingdom will have your mother to thank—she raised you with strong morals.”

Once dressed, I patted his shoulder to signal he could turn around. When our eyes met, I faltered briefly—if I hadn’t kept reminding myself of the insults he’d hurled at me, it would have been easy to forgive a face that handsome.

“I value your steadfastness,” Fitzroy said, moving to his desk to retrieve a wad of parchment. “I’ve a request. Go to the Anchor and inform the witches of the recent events. Give this to Margaret—it’s my battle strategy. Should she have any suggestions, I require her counsel before sunrise.”

I nodded as he handed me the parchment. “Of course, my liege.”

He then selected a scroll. “This contains what I expect from them on the morrow—protection incantations akin to those used against the selkies.”

I nodded again, keeping things formal between us.

“My final request is that you take Billy off my hands,” Fitzroy added, gesturing toward his desk.

“Is he beneath there?” I asked, ducking to glimpse some of his sallow skin.

Fitzroy nodded. “He’s not coping well with the revelation of Regina’s hoodwinking.”

“She’s a wench,” Billy mumbled as he crawled out from beneath the wood. “I trusted her, and she tricked me.”

He staggered to his feet, his disheveled rags accentuating his pitiable state.

“He’s drunk and utterly useless to me,” Fitzroy said as we watched the boozy goblin struggle to stay upright. “I want him out of my sight for the rest of the day.”

“I’ll do your bidding,” I replied.

As I turned to leave, Fitzroy placed a hand on my waist.

I stepped out of his reach. “You don’t get to touch me,” I said, my voice low and firm.

“Understood.”

“We’re merely loyal subject and commander. What happened between us on the Isle shall remain there.”

My bottom lip trembled as I fought to maintain my composure. Letting go of Fitzroy hurt, but the thought of losing Bash again was agonizing.

“Once this battle’s over, I’ll strive to earn your forgiveness,” Fitzroy vowed with a remorseful sigh.

Removing his cloak, he draped it over my shoulders, securing it with a gleaming gold clasp.

“For now, you must prepare the witches for battle, and I must focus.” Turning back to his desk, he murmured, “You are all-consuming,” almost to himself, as I departed with a despondent Billy.

Outside, we crossed paths with Benedict and Bart.

“Your Highness.” Benedict greeted Fitzroy as I held the flap open for the old men, acting in the manner of a servant.

Bart hobbled behind him. “You asked to confer w-w-with us,” he stuttered.

As we walked away, I realized that Fitzroy was right—allegiances shifted frighteningly fast toward whoever appeared most powerful. It made me wonder if anyone could ever truly be trusted.

I rolled up the pieces of parchment and tucked them securely into the pocket of my breeches, determined not to lose them. Taking a brief detour to the smithy, I retrieved the blades I’d sharpened for the witches and arranged them neatly in a wicker basket. With that task done, Billy and I set off for the Anchor.

As we neared the forest’s edge, the sound of heavy footsteps caught my attention. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Bash and Fletcher approaching.

“Smith,” Bash called.

The sound of his voice stirred a flutter in my belly—I’d missed hearing him say my nickname. Fletcher tipped his cap in greeting, his eyes no longer burning with resentment.

“Where you headed?” Fletcher asked.

“Off to the Anchor,” I replied. “I’ve a few tasks to complete.”

“Would you like us to accompany you?” Bash offered, taking the heavy basket of blades from my hands.

I nodded, desiring nothing more than to spend time in his company.

The four of us set out toward the Anchor—a route so familiar I could have taken it blindfolded. Although night had fallen, the weather was dry and cool—a welcome change—which made the journey pleasant.

“Hurry up!” Fletcher called after a staggering Billy.

Casting a quick glance back, I realized we’d distanced ourselves from him. Billy clung to the trunk of a rowan tree, his labored breaths betraying his struggle. He then dragged himself forward, using the foliage as makeshift handrails.

Growing impatient with Billy’s sluggish pace, Fletcher hoisted the goblin onto his back. Billy tightened his grip, his short arms wrapped around Fletcher’s neck in a near-stranglehold.

“Thank you,” he panted, relief softening his pained expression as he rested his head against Fletcher’s shoulder.

Walking side by side with Bash, I longed to slip my arm through his or take his hand, yet nerves held me back. After our time apart—and despite our reconciliation—I wasn’t certain where I stood. Instead of holding him, I stayed close enough that our arms brushed occasionally as we curled up the cliff toward the Anchor.

As we approached the brothel, I noticed that the rushlights still flickered outside the doorway, and I wondered if any late-night patrons lingered within.

“Get inside my cloak,” I instructed Billy.

Fletcher set him back on solid ground before Billy obediently tucked himself inside its folds, clinging to my side as though he were my familiar.

Upon stepping over the threshold, it was clear the witches were closing up for the night.

Emma swept the straw-covered floor, Jane scrubbed dirty tankards, and Margaret meticulously counted coins scattered atop the bar.

As we entered, the three witches glanced our way.

“All right, loves? It’s been a while since you lot graced us with your company,” Margaret said with a smile that wrinkled the skin around her eyes.

She set down a handful of coins as Fletcher’s gaze caught on the pennies glinting in the firelight.

“Need any help counting?” he offered.

“Fletcher,” Bash muttered, placing the basket of blades onto the trestle table.

His disapproving gaze was enough to stop his cousin from stealing.

“Fine,” Fletcher grumbled, sulking into a seat and flicking down the peak of his cap—shielding his eyes from temptation.

Scanning the chamber, I was relieved to note it was empty.

“Where’s Mr. Bednot?” I asked, half expecting him to emerge from behind the curtain, yellowed finger waggling as he told us it was time to leave.

“Sick,” Jane replied, resting her rosy cheek in her palm as she let out a deep sigh. “He hasn’t shown up for almost a week.”

Emma gave an energetic nod. “He’s left Margaret in charge—well, at least until he’s better,” she added.

Through her raven hair, Margaret’s eyes pierced mine with a stern look that told me Mr. Bednot wasn’t going to get better.

“Cannot breathe,” Billy squeaked from inside my cloak, drawing all eyes toward me.

With a careful tug of the fabric, I revealed the creature hidden beneath.

At the sight of him, Emma stumbled backward.

“Good eve,” Jane said politely, though her wide eyes suggested an unease at the sight of the goblin.

“This is Billy,” I said as he took a small shuffle forward.

“An honor to meet you,” he declared with a theatrical bow.

Margaret tutted. “Why does he look like that?” she asked. Her tone was the same one Mother often took: equal parts nurturing and disapproving.

I glanced at a disheveled Billy: wiry strands of hair sprouting from his flaky scalp like stubborn weeds in barren soil. He was still clad in Bronwyn’s old potato sack, which showcased his gnarly knees and hairy legs.

It wasn’t a pretty sight.

“Don’t feel sorry for him,” I replied briskly, knowing it was a pitiful image. “He’s Regina’s adviser—”

“Was,” Billy chimed in, his tone as bitter as a lemon wedge. “Never again will I lend my wisdom to that wicked witch!”

Margaret frowned.

“Why’s he here?” she asked, her arms folding tightly across her chest.

My mind went blank, unsure of where to begin.

“Can I have an ale first?” I asked, offering Margaret a smile she didn’t return. “There’s much to explain.”

Tankards in hand, we gathered around the trestle table as I recounted the events of the past week. Even for Bash and Fletcher, what had transpired during my time on the Isle was unknown—so I had everyone’s undivided attention.

I painted a vivid picture of the castle’s grandeur—the indulgent feasts, lavish bedchambers, and goblin servants attending my every need. I spoke of Regina’s power, her mastery over weather incantations, and the arsenal of spells she’d created. Then I explained how she experienced visions and heard prophecies, much like Emma. But Regina wielded her abilities as a weapon, cutting through the fabric of the realm around her to shape her favored visions into reality.

When I mentioned how she had lured me into exposing my witchhood to Avice, my words faltered. I couldn’t bring myself to talk about what had followed—the death of my dearest friend, and Dog’s necessary act to spare my life. That part I left unsaid.

Instead, I shared the merciless side of Regina that I’d witnessed: how she hurled Elizebeth against a wall in fury over her failure to revive Wolver; how she coldly beheaded the elven healer; how she robbed Billy of his sight to amplify her prophetic powers; and how she stripped the skin from that tearful selkie who’d washed ashore in Cambas.

Finally, I recounted her conquest of the Isle—stealing it from the fae, dethroning Mabina, and claiming queenship over the stolen lands.

“She sounds terrifying,” Jane murmured, combing her dainty fingers through her auburn locks. “Was she cruel to you?”

I shook my head. “To me, she was generous—almost as if she sought to win my favor.”

“Did Regina give you that cloak?” Emma asked, tickling her palm with the fur trim. “It looks rather regal!”

I shook my head again. “No. It belongs to Fitzroy,” I replied, hearing Fletcher snarl at the mention of his name. “I’m borrowing it because I returned to Cambas in a gown and had nothing practical to wear.”

Both Bash and Fletcher eyed the witches, as if expecting them to query why Smith—a man—would sport a gown.

Yet no one seemed surprised. I suspected Margaret had already revealed what she’d uncovered about me the night I learned of their witchery.

“Smith’s a woman,” Bash finally announced.

The witches burst into cackles.

“We already knew,” Jane said, smiling warmly at me.

“How?” Bash asked, his brows pinching as if he couldn’t understand how they’d seen something he hadn’t.

“A woman’s intuition,” Margaret replied, her thin lips tugging into a one-sided smirk.

Hoping to distract her before she disclosed too much, I retrieved the parchment from my cloak pocket and slid it across the table.

“Fitzroy asked if you could review his battle plan,” I explained.

Margaret’s eyes lit up, clearly pleased that Fitzroy once again sought her counsel.

“When does he require my opinion?” she asked.

“Sunrise at the latest,” I said. “War begins tomorrow.”

“Against Regina?” Jane gasped, clutching her bosom like her heart had stopped.

“And King James,” I clarified. “The knights and soldiers at Cambas—and the fae and elves from the Isle—have planned a mutiny. Fitzroy has laid it all out. What he expects from you three is detailed here.” I placed the scroll on the table. “If we win, magic will return to Lyonesse.”

My heart fluttered as the words came out of my mouth.

Margaret unrolled the parchment as Jane leaned over her shoulder to read its contents.

“We suspected something was afoot,” Margaret said. “Emma heard a prophecy of an impending battle and the rise of a new ruler.”

Emma cleared her throat, squeezed her eyelids shut, and recited the prophecy from memory:

“Soldiers march to the beat of war drums,

As the Battle of Kinfolk this way comes.

All will lose, but one will prevail,

A new ruler will reign, that all shall hail.”

Her words gave no hint as to whether Fitzroy or Regina would emerge victorious in the end.

“Did you say that Regina hears prophecies like me?” Emma asked, her bright eyes wide with wonder.

I nodded. “But she also sees visions.”

Billy sighed, sorrow thick in his knobbly throat. “Only because she used me like a vessel,” he said, snatching up his tankard with his bony fingers and draining it in one noisy gulp.

A thunderous belch followed as he slammed the empty mug onto the table.

“Without channeling through me, she couldn’t see possible futures.”

“Do you think it’ll work on Emma?” Margaret asked.

Billy shrugged, offering her his spindly hand. “We can try.”

Emma hesitated, then took it. As Billy placed his other hand atop hers, his eyes rolled back, and he began chanting in an unintelligible tongue. At first, Emma remained unchanged. Then her eyes widened, her pupils swelling until her irises turned blacker than coal. Saliva beaded on her bottom lip, tears streamed down her cheeks, and a thin trickle of blood dripped from her nose.

For a long, tense moment, she remained frozen in that pained expression. But as Billy withdrew his hands, light slowly returned to her eyes.

Emma clasped her head, gasping as though she’d barely escaped a predator.

“Are you all right, love?” Margaret asked, rubbing her back in tender concern.

“Yes,” Emma whispered, peering through her fingers—an innocence etched into her frightened eyes.

“What did you see?” Jane pressed, eagerly leaning forward.

Emma wiped the blood from her nose with the back of her hand. She hesitated, her gaze flicking from Billy to me, then to Bash, before locking eyes with Margaret.

“Well?” Billy urged.

“Nothing,” Emma managed to squeak out. “Nothing but endless black. I mustn’t have the gift of visions like Regina.”

“Very strange,” Billy muttered, tapping his hairy chin thoughtfully. “Perhaps I needed to be blind for it to work after all.”

I nodded, finding his assumption plausible.

“Excuse me,” Emma said, stumbling to her feet. “I’m parched.”

I watched as she bumbled her way to the bar, her gaze distant as she placed a tankard beneath the keg. After a moment, ale overflowed and spilled onto the floor, jolting her back to the present. I wondered why she appeared so unsettled after claiming she had seen nothing—perhaps being faced with eternal darkness had stirred questions she wasn’t ready to confront.

“If you’ll give me a moment,” Margaret announced as she rose, gathering Fitzroy’s battle plan. “I’m going to review this in my private chambers.” With parchment in hand, she ducked beneath the curtain.

“Anyone want another ale?” Jane asked, strutting toward the bar.

“Please,” Bash replied, trailing after her. “Smith?” he called back.

I shook my head, craving a moment of fresh air.

Stepping into the cooling night, the door closing behind me muffled Fletcher’s loud voice—his attempts to coax Billy into a card game fading as I walked along the wooden planks.

I took a seat at the end of the dock, my legs swinging over the edge as I savored a rare moment of stillness. During my months at Cambas, I’d grown to find comfort in the sound of the rolling waves—the tide sweeping inland, carrying away the remains of the day and leaving the beach a clean slate.

A moment later, the creak of approaching footsteps caught my attention. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Bash settling beside me. I didn’t mind his interruption; his company was a comfort.

“I cannot wait for this to be over,” he murmured. “I don’t want to spend another night in Cambas.”

“Me too,” I agreed, watching the sea shimmer under the gentle glow of the moonlight.

Bash leaned back, resting his hands behind him as he stared up at the stars twinkling overhead. I mirrored him, my hand landing close to his—our fingers almost touching.

“My father used to say those blinking lights are the eyes of the gods,” Bash said, looking skyward. “Always watching over us—they see everything we do, both good and bad.”

I thought of all the misdeeds the gods might hold against me. Yet my mind lingered more on the wrongs I’d done to Bash.

“I promise I’ll never lie to you again,” I whispered, tracing a cross over my heart with my fingertip. “I swear that everything that happened between us—every laugh and kiss, all those nights I stole your warmth—it was real. Every moment of it.”

Tears welled in my eyes, guilt burned in my chest, and worry twisted my gut. I hoped—prayed—that I hadn’t lost my grip on him entirely.

“I believe you,” Bash said, wiping away the tears clinging to my chin.

A deep breath escaped me, relieved that he was so understanding. Even now, after everything, I still felt at ease in his presence. There was no company I preferred to his. I wanted to spend every second near him.

“Do you remember when you promised to take me to the Headlands?” I asked, my thoughts drifting past the battle on the morrow to the future—one I hoped he’d be a part of.

Bash nodded.

“I hope you still want to. I want nothing more than to eat lamprey with you, meet your family, and go out on your father’s boat.”

Bash squeezed my leg, his hand resting on my thigh.

“We’ll still do that,” he said, his big mouth curling into a reassuring smile.

“Promise?” I asked.

He nodded, mimicking drawing a cross on his heart like I’d just done.

I let out a breathy laugh, blowing my tears off my upper lip.

“I’ve done my time being angry at you,” he said, his comforting grin fading. “And if you’d never pretended to be Smith, I’d never have met Niamh. And the idea of that is just…” His voice trailed off, as if unable to finish that painful thought.

His gaze drifted out to sea, his brow drawn tight as he watched the silvery haze ripple across the water.

“Like I told you last night, our friendship—”

“I don’t want to be friends,” I interrupted, my chest tightening.

My feelings for him were too strong for our most intimate moments to be handshakes and hugs—I wanted more of him. All of him.

“We’ve never been friends,” I murmured, knowing I’d be heartbroken if he wanted to keep me at arm’s length.

Bash turned back to face me, holding my gaze while I held my breath. My heartbeat thudded as I searched his face for an answer, desperate to know if I’d truly ruined the relationship I cared for the most.

He reached for my cheek, stroking it slowly, sending a spark through me. His fingertips found my chin, cradling it as he edged his mouth toward mine until our lips met. A heavenly tingle spread across my skin, and in that moment, I knew I’d never let him go again.

Bash sighed into my mouth before pulling away, smiling as he tucked my hair behind my ear.

“I don’t want to go that long without kissing you again,” I said.

Bash’s cheeks flushed pink. “Neither do I, Smith,” he murmured, his hand drifting to the locket
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