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PROLOGUE


AERYN

[image: Decorative]
The temple smells like the ashes of my ancestors. That is all there is left in Valshad.

My name is Aeryn, though no one calls me that, not even my mother. She calls me Althea, my family name—her family name—and I can’t help thinking that is because she wants to be sure I remember why I am here. Why the gods saw fit to see me born.

I am Althea, daughter of Althea, the third granddaughter of the Priestess Ursu—the woman who shamed the gods by gifting the godsblood to Isarian invaders in the Old War.

I am the salve to that wound. The remedy of that stain.

I stood at the foot of the marble steps as my countrymen spilled down the staircase in their cloaks, their armor reflecting in the firelight. I didn’t meet their eyes as I ascended toward the mouth of the temple, framed by the blazing, fragrant fires. The flames twisted in the bronze bowls as the train of my heavy embroidered robe slipped over the marble behind me, my bare feet cold on the stone. My long golden hair was unbound, falling down my back, my body light in a way it never was. Without the weight of my armor, my weapons, I almost floated up to that glowing light gathered beneath the archway.

The drums began to sound, and my heartbeat fell into the steady rhythm, thudding in my chest. This wasn’t the same kind of anticipation I had in the training ring. I was calmer with a sword in my hand. But this—being watched by the whole of Valshad, being watched by the gods—was different. We’d once been worthy of their favor, entrusted with the gift of the godsblood. We’d once been their children. Now, after one hundred years of disgrace, I was the one who would ask them to take us back into their fold.

The sound of the drums pounded in my ears, growing louder as I reached the top of the steps, and I chanced one last look behind me before the doors closed. My mother was there, the intensity of her gaze like the cut of steel, her chin lifting with an air of pride. You were made for this. Her eyes spoke the silent words, but that look also held the weight of a threat.

The sharp creak of the hinges echoed as the doors closed, and the view of the city disappeared. It was replaced by the wide, looming face of the god Hermaus carved into the wood. He looked back at me with that same expression my mother had. Certainty. Expectation. Resolve. It was he who’d gifted our people with the godsblood. It was he who’d turned his back on us when we’d let it be taken.

The Priestesses were hooded in their shimmering robes, encircling the pool of water below. Moonlight hit the surface from the opening in the ceiling above us, making it glow. That same light was thick in the air around us, casting the temple in a shade of dreamlike blue.

I stopped at the edge of the pool, my toes touching the water as two of the women stepped forward. They took hold of the ceremonial robe, sliding it down my arms until it hit the floor and gathered around my feet. My hair slid down my bare back, brushing along the curve of my spine, and my naked skin drank up that blue light, painting my body from head to toe. The talisman around my throat was the only thing left, and I imagined myself like the statues that stood at the gates, the sentries who’d failed to watch over our city. But I wasn’t them, I reminded myself. I was Althea, daughter of Althea, the one who would make things right.

The chanting of the Priestesses began low and gentle, words spoken in the first language. It was a rumbling that joined the drums still beating outside. But in the temple, it was just us women and the pleading prayers that would ordain me for what was to come. Blood and ash. Vengeance and atonement.

I stepped forward into the water, the cold biting up my body inch by inch. The pool rippled around me, casting patterns on the walls, and the chanting grew louder. Deeper. It seemed to sink into my bones, a vibration that shook the immaterial parts of me. And when I let myself sink beneath the surface, the gods were watching. Gone was the girl summoned into this world as part of the gods’ schemes. Born was the woman who would bring them to pass. And if I didn’t, there would be eternal hell to pay.










CHAPTER 1


LUCA
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The Citadel was empty, but it was still full of ghosts.

I stood at the center of the twelve-pointed star on the Forum floor, looking up at the ornate paintings that covered the domed ceiling. I’d always found it strange that the scenes depicted there didn’t portray the mortals who would cast their judgment stones in this room. Instead, the murals glorified the gods—a visual reminder of who was watching when those stones turned. Hanging above their heads, like an axe ready to fall.

Below it, someone had rendered their own painting in the course of the night. The insignia of the New Legion, the image of me—a kneeling soldier with a bloodstained sword and the arc of gold encircling my head—now covered the plaster wall that curved behind the Magistrate seats. I felt nothing as I stared at it. I didn’t recognize myself in the symbol anymore. Could barely recall the moment I’d fallen to my knees on this very floor with the Philosopher Vitrasian’s blood on my hands.

My gaze fell to a single Magistrate seat in the sea of others, the one engraved with the name Casperia. The gates had closed not long before the sun went down, and I’d watched from the rooftop of a domus as the cart carrying Maris and my tribune disappeared over the hill in a cloud of dust. I had been able to feel her anger, even from that distance. The fury that had coursed through her veins. Her voice was a whisper in the room, even now. Telling me I was a coward. A liar. On both counts, I knew she was right.

My fingers found the talisman of her braid encircling my wrist, fingertips running over the plaits in a movement that had become habit. Only hours before, I’d pressed my face into her hair, breathed in her scent. My arms had tightened around her naked body, the smell of her like a storm in my lungs.

Somewhere down the Tribunal Hall, the sound of cracking wood tore me from the fresh memory. Bloody boot prints were dried in chaotic trails around me, leading up the steps and down that hall—evidence of the massacre that had taken place. Under the banner of the New Legion, my New Legion, Roskia and his men had taken the district and most of the lives within it. I let myself stare at the smear of crimson on the marble, hoping it would remind me that I’d done what I had to. There was no place within these walls that was safe for Maris. And now that we’d crossed the river, there was no way for me to hide from her what I had become. If I hadn’t known before, I’d known then, as she wept in my arms. She’d seen me. And she couldn’t unknow what I was. Not ever.

The commotion in the Tribunal Hall grew until it reached the door of the Forum. There were voices and footsteps echoing in the circular room before Vale’s red cloak appeared, his face softening when he saw me. There was sympathy in his eyes, and that was something I rarely saw him give. He knew that the man who’d asked for his help only hours before had been, impossibly, even more broken.

“Where is he?” a voice in the hall roared behind him, but Vale didn’t move from where he stood. He stared down at me as Asinia, his tribune, tore past him and into the Forum. His face was flushed with rage.

Asinia started down the steps with his eyes pinned on me, and Vale only half-heartedly tried to catch hold of him. I’d been waiting for this. We probably both had. My hand slipped from the talisman, and I squared my shoulders to Asinia, not bothering to reach for my short sword. This wasn’t about war. This was about love. It was about Théo.

There was something clutched in his fist at his side, the muscles in his jaw tense as each step brought him closer to the Forum floor. That fist was in the air before he even reached me, and I didn’t move an inch as the blow came down across my face. A sharp crack filled the room and the cut of something metal striped my cheek. I reached up, finding hot blood on my skin.

“You selfish bastard!” Asinia grabbed my tunic, shaking me hard. It was only then that I realized what was clutched in his fingers. It was a gold chain.

“Asinia,” Vale called down to us, closing the door to the Forum behind him.

But Asinia struck me again, his knuckle hitting one of my teeth, and I instantly tasted iron in my mouth.

Vale reached the bottom of the steps, wrenching Asinia back and putting himself between us.

I spit a spray of blood onto the marble at my feet. “I didn’t ask him to go, Asinia.”

“You didn’t have to! You know you didn’t have to!” He was out of breath, desperation making his voice rasp. He was panicked, and the unfamiliarity of it made me feel even more unsteady. His black eyes were rimmed with red, welling with tears.

When he came at me again, Vale caught him in the chest with the flat of his palms, pushing him back. “We don’t have time for this.”

Asinia raked a hand over his face, sniffing as he paced before us. His armor was half unfastened, his hair in his eyes. Vale looked as disturbed by the sight as I was. His tribune was an anchor—a boat that never rocked, no matter the mood of the sea. This was a version of him neither of us had seen before.

“Maris isn’t the only one who is safer outside the city,” I said, more softly.

A bitter laugh broke Asinia’s silence. “You don’t get it, do you? Our fates were decided long ago, Luca. I’ve known for a long time that we will die in this war.” He motioned between the three of us. “But I should have had the chance to say goodbye.”

“I didn’t know he would—”

Asinia’s incredulous gaze met mine, stopping me. “You really don’t know? You didn’t even suspect?” The tone of his voice was almost mocking now.

“Suspect what?”

“Who he is.” His voice cracked.

I stared at him, mind blank. When I looked to Vale, his expression held no answer.

“Why would a young legionnaire with the talent to one day make Centurion beg the Commander for a place as a tribune?” Asinia asked. “Not just anyone’s tribune. Yours.”

I’d asked Vale the same question. “To share rank and proximity with you.” I gestured toward him, as if it were obvious.

Asinia laughed again, a tear falling down his cheek. “She’s the only thing you see. Not this city, not this war, not even the man standing beside you. Your tribune pledged his life to you, and you didn’t even know his name.”

“Théo,” I said, defensively. “His name is Théo.” But even as I spoke it aloud, there was the edge of a thought glimmering in the back of my mind. A curiosity I’d had from the moment I’d met him.

“Théo is his given name,” Asinia breathed.

My pulse slowed, the blood in my veins suddenly thick. I could feel the weight of what he was saying, but he was right—I couldn’t see it.

“Why would he tell me his given name?” I asked, trepidation worming its way into my voice. “Who is he?”

Asinia looked down at the gold chain tangled in his fingers and opened his hand, revealing the medallion in the center of his palm. His thumb ran over the polished surface before he threw it at me.

The medallion hit me in the chest, falling to the floor with a high-pitched sound that echoed around us. Asinia was already climbing the steps as I crouched down to pick it up. The metal was hot in my hand, and I wasn’t sure if it was from Asinia’s anguished grasp or the burn of the truth.

Vale met my eyes for another moment before he turned and followed Asinia out, leaving me alone on the Forum floor.

I looked down to the medallion gleaming in the still light cast from the windows above. The name engraved on its surface made my heart come up into my throat, choking me.

The name read Vitrasian. Théo was the Philosopher’s son.










CHAPTER 2


MARIS
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I’d cut my name from around my neck, and now I would cut away my people.

The carts were overloaded, rocking precariously along the rocky road that overlooked the sea. Scores of Isarians had climbed aboard the caravan, lured by the promise of getting back home. Many more had stayed behind, resigning themselves to never stepping foot through the gates again. After almost a year of war, there weren’t many who had the energy to try to rebuild a life. Even in Isara.

The wooden wheels cracked over the uneven ground, wedging me into the cart’s railing. My ribs were sore from the journey, my legs aching. It had taken us nearly three days to reach the camp when we left the city, and now we were headed back. But this time, the Valshadi legionnaires had been determined to make it in only two days. The bodies around me were packed so tight that there was nowhere to sit, and the sun beat down on us, making my lips crack and my eyes sting with dust.

Théo’s arm pressed into my side, and he lifted the last of our water between us. I’d barely seen him take a sip. He’d given me a last look of warning before he’d climbed up onto the cart behind me, and now he was pressed against my back, insulating me from the rest of the group.

I shook my head, refusing his offer. I felt guilty enough having dragged him into this. I wasn’t going to take the last of the water, too.

A man down the railing turned himself around, hooking an arm into the wooden post to steady himself. His tired eyes landed on me for only a moment, but it was long enough for Théo to change position. He braced himself beside me, blocking the man’s view, and I pulled the tattered stola up from where it had slid down my hair.

Once I’d seen how many Isarians were enlisting with Valshad, I’d worried that I might be recognized. But by the time we had arrived at the camp with those who’d left the city, the rumors about what happened at the Citadel were already circulating. The Consul, his scribe, and the Magistrates were dead. As far as anyone knew, I was, too.

The Isarians around me now weren’t the kind of people who had attended tribunals and worked in the homes of Magistrates. They were market vendors, tradesmen, and builders. Anyone not wearing Valshadi armor had the same empty look in their eyes, the same sag to their shoulders. After all that had happened, it seemed to me that we looked the same. We were an orphaned people.

Those who’d given up their citizenship to leave through the gates had already lost everything. I could guess that many of those who’d enlisted had done it for the rations and a chance to reclaim their homes. My own reasons were more complicated than that.

The thing that had compelled me to join Valshad couldn’t be contained in a single word. It wasn’t just love. The truth was, I feared that my heart had grown into something barbed and broken. There was a burning anger at my center that seethed at the very thought of Luca. The same soul-deep tie that had me going back for him was the same thing that filled me with rage. The man I’d given my heart to was farther away from me than he’d ever been. So, how was it that the knot between us only twisted tighter?

To say I was angry with Luca didn’t begin to cover the feeling of betrayal. But he was still my husband. A broken man who’d sentenced himself to death. Even as that anger remade me, I was the only one who could save him from himself.

Théo’s head leaned over my shoulder as he peered up the road, and I followed his gaze to what lay in the distance. Green flags whipped in the wind atop the long wooden stakes that formed an entrance to the siege camp, its own miniature city in the making.

Valshad had been erecting it since the moment they’d fired their first ballista. Now rows of tents and staged artillery made up the back of the temporary settlement, shielding the view of what lay closer to the city beyond the hills.

The carts came to an abrupt stop, kicking dust into the air. I choked on it, eyes burning as Théo’s hands came to the railing on either side of me. His arms straightened as the mob behind him pushed out, dropping to the ground one by one, and Théo discreetly took hold of my elbow as I climbed down.

“This way!”

A man’s voice called out, and the faces around us turned toward it, half delirious. Then we were moving, the lot of us, falling into a staggered line.

I caught a glimpse of her a second later—the young woman warrior I’d seen at the other camp. Her pale, glistening hair was folded into a number of braids that were pulled back from her face, and that same razor-sharp look shone in her eyes. The Valshadi armor she wore was fixed with an emblem that was different from the others. It was a sun, with rays that reached out from the middle of her chest and wrapped around her body. As if sunlight itself was coming from inside her.

I’d never seen a woman legionnaire before, but there were more than a few in Valshad’s ranks. I was one of only ten or fifteen female Isarians who’d boarded the carts, and I hadn’t failed to notice that I was the most delicate-looking among them. I wasn’t tall or broad, and I didn’t have the build of a trade worker. My skin hadn’t been darkened by the sun, nor had my hands been calloused by tending any fields.

The woman legionnaire disappeared up ahead, and Théo muttered something low beside me. He hadn’t let me out of his sight since we’d left the city, and I’d learned enough about him by now to know that he was angry I’d gotten us into this mess. But that hadn’t stopped him from coming with me.

“I know what you’re thinking,” I said, keeping my eyes trained on the flags waving in the distance.

“I don’t think you do.” Théo’s words were calm, almost detached.

The line moved up slowly, and we watched as each Isarian took a bundle of something and set out toward the camp’s entrance. There looked to be a number of stops between here and there, with legionnaires doling out supplies before anyone reached the guards ahead. I could see something that looked like steam lifting into the air, and immediately, a pang woke in my stomach. A woman stirred a huge pot over an open fire, and when the wind shifted, I could smell something salty and warm.

When it was our turn, Théo stepped up beside me. I still felt like my body was rocking back and forth, the movement of the cart memorized by my bones. It made me feel like I was going to tip over, and the man who sat behind the table noticed. His eyes studied me from beneath thick graying eyebrows and I was suddenly too aware of the golden cuff that encircled my arm. The gods’ gift burned against my skin, carefully concealed beneath the sleeve of my tunic.

His gaze jumped to Théo. “There are two of you?”

“She’s my sister,” Théo answered.

I forced myself not to look at him. We hadn’t discussed any kind of plan or story. We hadn’t had a chance to. But clearly Théo had been constructing one on the journey back. It was as good a lie as any. I had no blood family now that my uncle Nej was dead. There was no one left to claim me except for Luca.

“Name?” The man picked up his stylus, writing something down in Valshadi that I couldn’t read.

“Esdran.” The name Théo gave him was the same one that had been on the medallion Saturian had taken from me.

The man continued writing. “Skills? Occupation?”

“Mason,” Théo said, not a hint of hesitation in his voice. “My sister was a scribe in one of the temples.”

My mind was turning with the puzzle of what he was and wasn’t saying. He didn’t want Valshad to know I was from a Magistrate family, and that I understood. But it seemed he also had no interest in letting them know he was a soldier. A highly skilled one, at that. I, on the other hand, had spent my days in the Illyrium, draining the godsblood from the Priestess Ophelius’ veins. Valshad didn’t need temple novices. They needed soldiers.

The man waved a hand at the legionnaires behind him, and they hauled up two linen-wrapped bundles, setting them into our arms. I stumbled under the weight of mine, nearly tipping backward. Théo’s hand caught the center of my back, steadying me.

“Pick a tent to share in the last row. It will serve as your quarters while you are here. Your supplies include one week’s rations, your bedroll, recruit armor, and a gladius. You are not to enter the main camp until given permission to do so by a senior member of the legion.”

“Understood.” Théo nodded, and the man looked to me.

“Understood,” I echoed.

He turned the parchment around, handing Théo his stylus. “Sign here, please.”

This time, Théo did hesitate, just barely. His hand stilled, fingers clenching around the stylus, before he let the tip touch down.

THÉO ESDRAN

When he handed the stylus to me, my script moved more easily over my real given name than the false family one. I stared at it, the letters warping in my mind until they read Casperia.

The name I shared with Luca was a dead thing now—just a jumble of letters that had only been given power by the city that had cast me out. But the vows I made in the temple were still alive and burning inside me. They were far more sacred, more precious, than any prayers I’d ever spoken at the altar.

The man slid the parchment back toward himself, placing it atop a stack of others. When he looked up at us, his gaze lingered for a silent beat.

“Welcome to the Legion of Valshad.”










CHAPTER 3


LUCA
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The Consul’s chambers now belonged to his son.

Vale Saturian sat at his father’s desk, looking even more terrifying than I had imagined. The light from a single burning lamp illuminated his face, the heavily draped window behind him shuttered. If his father could see him now, he would curse the gods.

The post wasn’t a permanent one—Vale had been very clear about that. He had no designs on being the next Consul of Isara, and the topic wouldn’t be broached until we knew whether there would be a city left after all this. But ironically, the Consul’s study was one of the only rooms in the Citadel that had been left intact. There was no blood on the floor, no broken glass or ceramic. It was as if the rebellion hadn’t quite made it to this particular room, and I supposed it hadn’t. Because when Roskia’s men stormed the district, the Consul hadn’t been at his desk. He’d been in the catacombs, setting fire to the granary.

The large, ornately decorated space looked odd with the broad-shouldered Centurions who now filled it. We’d spent the last several days taking stock of our situation as our cohorts rested, each of us assigned an area of report.

I fixed my hollow gaze on the struggling little flame atop the lamp, taking measure of the oil inside. It was almost gone, but the fire hadn’t extinguished yet.

“Construction has begun on what looks to be a siege tower.” One of the Centurions continued with his assessment of the Valshadi camp taking shape outside the city walls.

I tried to listen to the Centurion’s report, but Théo Vitrasian was the only thing I could fit inside my mind. The young man who’d taken up the post of my tribune hadn’t been there by accident. He was Rhea’s son. I could see it now—the quiet intelligence, the patient resolve. There had been the ghost of his mother behind those eyes. Maybe I just hadn’t wanted to see it.

I wondered if that was why I had innately trusted him. Why I’d believed him when he said I could. They shared something—him and Rhea—and I wasn’t quite sure how to name it. All I knew was that the moment I’d learned that he’d gone with Maris, I’d finally been able to breathe. That as long as he was with her, she was safe.

Philosopher Vitrasian had never had any illusions about the corruption of the Citadel or grand ideas of earning the Forum’s favor. She didn’t mince words or hold back her criticisms, and I’d taken that to mean she trusted me. She had never told me she had a child, but she’d been clear that she’d been forced to make sacrifices. Maybe Théo had been one of them. If so, I was glad that he had gone through the gates. I hadn’t been able to save Rhea, but in a way, I’d saved her son.

I forced the train of thought to the back of my mind, trying to focus on the conversation before me.

“They’ve brought in ammunition reserves for the ballistae, as well as the onagers and scorpios. They also seem to be bringing in more food stores.”

“So, they don’t plan to make this quick.” Roskia spoke for the first time since the start of the meeting.

“Enough to be out there for months,” the Centurion answered.

Roskia had given every bit of credit to the Commander for the victory in the district, and to save face, Vale had gone along with it. Since then, Roskia had kept a low profile, but the attention the others gave him was evident. He was revered among his peers in a new way now.

Roskia looked to Vale, who met his eyes with understanding. Valshad was in this for the long haul, which raised the question of how we intended to survive until they made their move.

“You heard what she said.” I spoke directly to Vale, and the others turned to look at me. “This is what they’ve been waiting for. They’re not going to take any unnecessary risks. They won’t attack until they know they can win.”

A stony glance from Vale made me shut my mouth. The woman Centurion we’d met after Valshad’s attack had a different kind of bloodlust in her eyes than Roskia did. Her voice had had the conviction of a prophet. The resolve of someone who could see into the future. While Isara had been forging the stolen godsblood into trinkets and using it to spike wine, Valshad had been meticulously planning revenge, and I suspected the gods had a hand in it all. The question was—what did they want?

The weight of my words hung over us for a moment before Vale cleared his throat, gaze swinging to the Centurion on his left. “Osintri?”

The man nodded. “The repairs to the foundation of the east watchtower have begun, and reinforcements to the walls are also underway. Now that we have access to the stores of the Loyal Legion, we have restocked most of our supplies, but from the look of Valshad’s camp, we’ll easily be outnumbered and under-armed.”

There was talk of repurposing resources and of the recovery and rebuilding of weapons lost in the battles with the Loyal Legion. The Lower City was littered with buried weapons and armor, and I imagined there was at least some grain left behind by the Isarians who had abandoned their homes. It would take time to comb our way through the rubble, but it was better than nothing.

“Matius?” Vale called on me next.

I tried not to flinch when the pain in my jaw woke. My face was darkly bruised from Asinia’s fist and one of my back teeth was loose.

“After reviewing the city’s maps and remaining infrastructure, I’ve drawn up plans to build an interior wall,” I began, taking a scroll from my belt and unrolling it on the desk. The other Centurions gathered around, peering over each other’s shoulders to get a look. “We have more than enough stone in the Lower City and have the ability to produce enough mortar. Valshad’s position affords them many advantages, but seeing over the walls isn’t one of them.” I traced the imaginary wall with my finger. “Valshad will build their strategy from the knowledge that we have one wall. Catching them by surprise might allow us to create a window of opportunity.”

Vale stared at the parchment, thinking, but beside me, Roskia sucked his teeth, shaking his head disapprovingly.

I couldn’t read Vale’s face, and I didn’t like it. “Of course, we’ll keep the Citadel District as protected as possible, a place to fall back to,” I continued. “If the gates are breached, they’ll have a second wall to contend with.”

“So, two sets of gates instead of one?” Roskia’s tone was skeptical. “That’s hardly a significant obstacle. If they can get through the first, they’ll get through the second.”

“There is no gate,” I said, flatly.

That made the others look up.

“We erect the stones as a seamless barrier between the east and west towers. If they breach the gates, they’ll have to quickly change tactics, abandon the battering ram, and find a way to scale the new wall.”

It wasn’t the kind of plan I would construct with unlimited resources, but it was the best we had. And by the look in Vale’s eyes now, I could tell that he knew it.

“By the time they realize what’s happened, we’ll have eliminated a number of their soldiers while losing only a small number of our own,” I continued.

“And how exactly will we do that?” Vale asked.

I’d been asking myself the same thing, but I didn’t like the answers I was coming up with.

“Debris?” one of the Centurions suggested. “Bury them from above.”

Roskia looked unsure. “Too slow. And if we’re going to build this wall, there may not be enough debris left without sacrificing barricades.”

I wouldn’t say it out loud, but I agreed. We were working with very limited materials and it was smarter to save what we could. I also had my doubts about the speed at which we could get it over the inner wall.

“I’m working on it,” I said, choosing not to elaborate.

There was a pause in the conversation, a moment of tension from which Vale rescued me when his eyes landed on the next Centurion. “That brings us to rations.”

The man gave his dismal report before another Centurion presented an updated census of those who had stayed in the city. Once the schematics of our situation had been laid out in detail, down to the last demolished building, there was a long, fragile silence. But looking at the faces around me, they seemed almost bolstered by the challenge. None more than Roskia.

“Your orders, Commander?” His voice took on an air of authority.

This was how he’d managed to gain his power, I thought. Little moments like these when he was first to speak. Others when he was last to fill his plate at supper. Every tiny act had compounded into a loyalty from the legionnaires that was becoming more dangerous by the day.

Vale didn’t hesitate. “I want eyes on that camp from sunup to sundown, with reports each evening of its activities. If there are any signs of tunnel digging, we throw everything we’ve got at them. We may be low on artillery, but they don’t know how low. Better to stop an attack from below than to save bolts and javelins.”

“That won’t happen,” I said. “The walls are constructed on bedrock. It would take them years to tunnel through it.”

Vale looked relieved. “Then we begin with Matius’ plan. Let the legionnaires have one more night of rest before we put them to work on the wall. I want detailed proposals on contingency plans in the event that both walls are breached. We’ll also need a team to scour the Lower City for anything that can be salvaged from the rebellion. If it can be melted down, I want it in a crucible. And for now we keep the state of the grain stores to ourselves.”

A chill danced over my skin as he said the words. He wasn’t asking; he was telling us to lie to the legionnaires. Isn’t that what the Magistrates had done? Kept the truth about the grain a secret? From at least one perspective, that was how all this began.

The Centurions agreed with stiff nods and sharp grunts, which made me think I was the only one asking myself that question. When it was clear Vale was finished, Roskia spoke again.

“With the gods’ favor,” he murmured.

The mention of the gods from Roskia’s mouth made my eyes narrow on him. Roskia wasn’t a man of faith, but those were the words of a zealot. In the last few days the mask he wore had started changing. It made him harder to predict.

The Centurions dismissed themselves, first allowing Roskia to leave and then following behind. I watched them, jaw tight, but I didn’t move. When the doors to the chamber closed, Vale and I were alone. The flame on the lamp had shrunk even smaller, putting Vale’s face into shadow.

“What was that?” he said, voice deep and even.

He wasn’t looking at me again—a habit of his when he was trying not to lose his temper.

“I’m sorry, Commander?”

He let his back press against the chair, his hands finding the silk-covered arms. “Your comment about Valshad’s Centurion. The woman.”

I waited.

“I shouldn’t have to explain to you what a fragile situation this is. Those legionnaires out there are a breath away from no longer believing in this.” His finger came down on the desk before him, centered on the drawing of the city I’d made. “The only way to keep their resolve is to keep the Centurions’ resolve. We lose that, we have nothing.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Do you?”

He met my eyes for a long moment and I nodded solemnly.

“We have to be careful, Luca.” He softened. “More now than ever.”

Roskia knew I’d married Maris, and he didn’t need proof to suggest that I’d taken measures to protect the Citadel District while she was in it. For the first time, he had leverage against me. And Vale. I didn’t doubt he would use it.

The image of Maris disappearing through the gates flashed in my mind, her dark hair spilling from beneath the stola. The memory was a new nightmare that had begun to torture me in the dead of night. But I’d accepted that it was a torment I deserved. It was the only penance the gods had seen fit to give me.

“Now, what is this you’re working on for our first offense?” Vale asked.

I looked up at the ceiling, pushing Maris from my thoughts. “Something I learned about from the Philosopher. It’s called fire wine.”

He waited.

“It’s a liquid that catches fire. Dangerous but highly effective. If I can find Vitrasian’s records and the supplies needed to make it . . .” I didn’t finish.

The origins of the creation had belonged to Rhea’s predecessor, a man who’d worshipped the goddess Aster with his work. He’d also developed torture devices and poisons in the years that Rhea served as his novice.

The flame on the desk lamp finally gave out, sending a stream of smoke into the air. Vale stood from his chair and pulled open the drapes. When the shutters opened, cool blue moonlight filled the chamber, along with a soft breeze.

The idea of using fire wine was a gruesome one. In fact, it made my skin crawl. Rhea had told me long ago that there was no one with more blood on their hands than a Philosopher. She’d used the example of the Old War and the role that kind of work had played in Isara’s victory. Iron was first smelted in the study of the Philosopher, proving that the work of war always came back to them.

“I asked you about my tribune. Why didn’t you tell me he is Rhea’s son?” I lowered my voice.

Vale took a seat on the window’s ledge. “I didn’t know until moments before you did. Asinia says Vitrasian didn’t want anyone to know.”

My teeth clenched and the loose one ached again. “The last thing the Philosopher would have ever wanted was for her son to join the legion.”

“It doesn’t much matter what she wanted, Luca. She’s dead,” he said flatly.

I could hear just the edge of some resentment in his tone, a fine line of irritation.

“Vitrasian and Casperia are gone. Now it’s time to focus on what’s next.”

I gave him a nod, starting back toward the door, but I hesitated before I crossed the threshold. I looked back at him. If it hadn’t been for Vale, the lives of my wife and Rhea’s son would still be hung around my neck. The only way I was going to be able to do this was if I didn’t have to worry about either of them.

“Thank you for what you did, Vale,” I said.

He ran a hand back through his hair, nodding. “You’re welcome. I just wish I’d known it was going to break my tribune’s heart.”










CHAPTER 4


MARIS

[image: Decorative]
The first day of training was the first time I woke from the dream.

As my body lay asleep in the siege camp, my mind had spent the hours elsewhere. I dreamed of Luca walking on the sand. There was sunlight and the sound of the sea, and I could feel the water on my bare feet. But there was no smoke coloring the air, no sound of artillery on the wind. And Luca was holding my hand.

It wasn’t a memory, but something else. It felt much more like a nightmare.

Théo was up and dressing when I opened my eyes, and I watched carefully as he donned the Valshadi armor and weapons. It looked as if he’d done so a thousand times, but my own attempts were awkward and clumsy. I stumbled around in the dark behind him, working the straps of the segments into place only to find even the tightest adjustments left it too big.

Théo waited patiently, not offering to assist me as I attempted to fit the dagger into my belt or give me any direction on whether I had handled the armor correctly. I tried to be sure I at least somewhat mirrored him.

His cot was made up neatly behind him, his silence saying what he wouldn’t—that all this was a mistake neither of us would come back from. He’d barely spoken to me since we arrived at the camp, and I didn’t want to push him. He’d stayed awake as I fell asleep, watching out the opening of our tent as the siege camp settled to quiet, the muscle in his jaw clenching every few minutes. I’d thought a few times that I could see the glisten of a tear at the corner of his eye. I wasn’t the only one grieving. But my husband’s tribune would have to decide for himself whether he’d fulfilled the duty of his oath. As far as I was concerned, he had.

I followed him out into the sunless morning with the weight of the belt swaying my steps. The other recruits were already lined up beneath the Valshadi flags, most of them carrying the burden of their armor well. There were one or two others who stuck out as badly as I did, and for that I was thankful. I had no desire to draw attention to myself.

We formed four somewhat crooked rows in front of the man who had greeted us the day before. From the embellishments to his armor, I guessed he was a Centurion. He was silent, with his hands clasped behind his back, but he watched us intently. There were no instructions being given, and I suspected that was intentional. He studied each recruit with an unreadable expression, as if taking our measure in some invisible way. The others seemed to be thinking it, too, instinctively taking a step forward or back to straighten the lines.

I found a place to stand beside Théo, but not too close. We tood there, quiet, as the sunlight came up over the mountains. It touched the dewy grass beneath our feet, making it sparkle, and I cringed when I caught the scent of the sea on the wind. It was a familiarity I could feel in my entire body—Luca in the water, his arms around the frame of me. The way every inch of my skin felt like lightning when he’d kissed me that first time.

I swallowed painfully, tucking the moment into the back of my mind, where it couldn’t curl around me. If it did, it would pull me beneath its surface, and I wasn’t sure I could untangle myself from that. Not right now.

Beside me, Théo’s vigilant gaze took in our surroundings slowly. He was looking for something, but I didn’t know what. Perhaps other legionnaires who’d fled Isara or anyone from the district who might recognize me. I didn’t know what it could possibly matter now. We were nothing on this side of the city walls. We were no one.

The Centurion finally began to pace, his bulky frame rocking from side to side as he walked up one side of the group, then the other. I was watching him so intently that I didn’t see the woman warrior appear behind us. Everyone around me stiffened when they spotted her, and the feral look in her eye sent a chill up my spine. Her armor was stripped down, but that didn’t make her appear any less fierce. The icy blond hair she’d had woven into braids was now tightly secured in a knot at the base of her neck.

She was younger than I’d realized, the youth in her face easier to see without the scale armor and with her helmet tucked beneath her arm. She was beautiful. The curve of her was strong, the shape of muscle visible under her skin. Even the gladius she carried looked light in her fingertips. It was a weapon our legion didn’t use as often, favoring the short sword instead.

The Centurion met her at the front and they spoke in low voices for a moment before he turned back to face us. “Those with fighting experience, that way!” He lifted a hand, gesturing to the field behind us, where two more Valshadi legionnaires were waiting.

There was a shift in the crowd as a portion of the recruits separated themselves, but Théo didn’t move. He stared straight ahead.

Those who were left followed the Centurion’s instructions, re-forming into three rows to fill in the gaps, and the man gestured for us to space out, creating a walkway between each one. We stood silent as he and the woman legionnaire made their way down, inspecting each of us silently. The man was following her lead, making it clear her rank was higher than the Centurion’s. But she was far too young to be a Commander.

Théo’s face betrayed nothing as they made it to our row. The Centurion was just barely taller than him but significantly older and broader. He stopped in front of us, eyes scanning from Théo’s head down to his feet. Then he glanced to the woman behind him and some unspoken thought passed between them. He turned his attention to me next.

He had to tip his head down to inspect me, and I felt smaller with every second that passed. It wasn’t the man’s gaze that made my shoulders stiffen. It was the woman’s. Her liquid blue eyes took me in, expressionless but intense all the same. There was a knowing in them. A sense that she could see more than the unscarred face before her. The intelligence behind that gaze was unnerving.

The Centurion moved down the line and she followed, not casting another glance in my direction. It wasn’t until they’d taken a good look at each one of us that we finally began.

“Circle up!” he shouted, wasting no time.

The woman left us, headed back toward the entrance to the siege camp, and the Centurion took his place at the center of the group. “My name is Centurion Horustus, and I will oversee your training as recruits and your assimilation into the Legion of Valshad. I want to make one thing clear. You are not Valshadi. You are not one of us. But those who make themselves useful will be rewarded with the remains of what their leaders have cost them. Those who aren’t useful or find that they cannot stomach the killing of their countrymen will go back to where they came from—nowhere. To nothing.”

A few faces in the group flinched at the harsh words, and I swallowed hard. If we made it back through the gates, back into Isara, we’d be fighting against Luca and Théo’s comrades. The situation hadn’t seemed real until now, and I waited for the thought to sink in, the weight of the cost I was asking of myself. Could I really take a life to get back to Luca? Could I really mar the flesh of my own people, forsake the vow I’d made as a Magistrate? I was suddenly unsure. My mind went back to that look Théo gave me in the tent. Maybe this was a mistake.

Horustus lifted his gladius in front of us. Its blade was shining and smooth in contrast to the worn wood and leather handle, but it bore no evidence of being forged with godsblood. It had been one hundred years since Valshad had last had godsblood, and much of Isara’s stores had been destroyed by the New Legion. In that way, at least, maybe the two legions were evenly matched.

“This is your gladius. Your
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