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      Jaumé was in his father’s barn when the curse broke free of its dormancy on the easternmost rim of the Seven Kingdoms. As it burst into life, shadows settled like dark stains on every man, every woman, every child in the kingdoms. No one noticed; these were shadows only mages could see, and the Seven Kingdoms had purged itself of witchcraft centuries ago.

      The curse began its slow, inevitable creep westward, passing through the fishing village of Girond. Grains of soil trembled as it passed, blades of grass quivered faintly, and the water in wells and creeks shivered. Girond’s inhabitants knew nothing about magic and no one realized anything was wrong until it was too late.

      Jaumé was playing in the loft. He burrowed deep in the straw, digging with his hands, wriggling and twisting, holding his breath, and then the straw parted between his scrabbling fingers and he looked down at his little sister, Rosa.

      Rosa sat cross-legged in a patch of sunlight, singing. Jaumé gulped for breath and watched as she arranged the dolls in her lap. Four dolls, a family. Da had carved them in the evenings while Rosa slept, and then he’d painted smiling faces on them and glued wool to their smooth wooden heads, and Mam had stitched clothes out of scraps of fabric.

      Jaumé began to burrow backwards. It was harder that way.

      The door swung open. It slapped lightly against the wall and stayed there, shivering on its hinges. Rosa stopped singing. “Da?”

      Jaumé peered through the straw. He saw his father’s curly brown hair and the scarred blacksmith’s apron and⁠—

      Blood. Blood on the thick leather apron. Blood streaking his father’s forearms. Blood staining his mouth and chin.

      “Da?” Rosa said again, her voice thin and uncertain.

      Da’s lips curled back from his teeth. He reached down and grabbed Rosa by the hair and lifted her off the floor. The dolls tumbled to the ground.

      Jaumé lay frozen in the straw. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t utter a sound, couldn’t move.

      His sister began to scream, high-pitched.

      The scream broke through Jaumé’s immobility. He pushed backwards, bursting free of the straw, scrambling across the rough floorboards. Panic bubbled inside him. He pushed headfirst out the small window, tumbled down the shingle roof, and fell to the ground.

      Rosa’s scream stopped abruptly.

      Jaumé stayed where he was for a moment, panting, sobbing, his face pressed into the dirt, then he pushed to his feet and began to run, around the back of the barn, through the yard, scattering hens, up the shallow stone steps to the kitchen.

      He barreled through the door. “Mam!” His voice was as shrill as Rosa’s had been.

      Mam lay on the floor with the clothes torn from her body. The kitchen stank of her blood.

      Jaumé stood, gulping for breath. The wooden floorboards seemed to tilt beneath his feet. Silence filled his head, echoing, so loud it was almost deafening⁠—

      A flurry of squawks erupted in the yard.

      Da was coming for him.

      Jaumé ran through the kitchen, his bare feet slipping in Mam’s blood, and into the front room. He shoved at the door, wrenching the latch open, and then he was outside, running so hard it felt as if his heart would burst.

      It was only a quarter of a mile to Girond. He ran it blindly, panic blurring his vision. It wasn’t until he reached the first house that he realized something was wrong.

      The door hung slightly open, crooked on its hinges, and in the middle of the whitewashed planks of timber—a handprint in blood.

      Jaumé shied off the road. He scrambled over the stone wall into Farmer Gabre’s cornfield and pressed himself flat to the ground. For long minutes he heard nothing but his own heart beating. The sound filled his head, squeezing out everything else.

      Gradually his heartbeat slowed. Other sounds returned. Birds sang. A dog barked. Corn plants rustled in the breeze. Everyday noises. And beneath them⁠—

      A woman screamed.

      Jaumé rolled over. He looked up at the sky. It was the bright blue of early autumn. High overhead, seagulls wheeled and soared.

      He inhaled, his breath catching in his throat like a sob, and then froze. Someone was running towards the village. A man, grunting with each step.

      He knew it was Da.

      The stone wall seemed to shrink, to become made of nothing. He waited for the footsteps to stop. For Da to find him.

      The runner passed.

      Jaumé lay for several minutes not daring to move, breathing shallowly, smelling dust, smelling woodsmoke and the stink of curing fish, smelling the scent of Mam’s blood. Then he rolled onto his belly and crawled deeper into the cornfield, burrowing as he’d burrowed in the straw, hiding.
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        * * *

      

      Jaumé stayed in the cornfield until night fell, then he scrambled back over the stone wall. The village was burning. Flames leaped from the thatched roofs. Figures moved, silhouetted against the blazing houses. He heard yelps of laughter, like something from an animal’s throat.

      He ran away from Girond, barefoot and quiet, on the very edge of the road, pressed against the forest, heading west. Thirst burned in his throat, in his chest. The creek flowed on the other side of the road, but he dared not drink, dared not even get close to it.

      Those who drink the water shall thirst for blood. They shall be as wild beasts.

      The tales he’d heard all his life were true. The curse was real, and if he drank from the creek it would take him, too.
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      The diplomatic seal had brought them this far: into Osgaard’s marble palace with an escort of armed guards, along echoing corridors where nobles stared openly and bondservants wearing the iron armbands of slavery cast cringing glances at them, into the throne room to stand before the king and his heir.

      King Esger sat on his throne like a bull, thick-necked and massive with fat. Prince Jaegar sat beside him, bullish, too. Both men had ash-blond hair and silver-gray eyes. Their expressions matched their coloring: cold.

      Dareus had said they would walk out of the palace, that there’d be no need for bloodshed—but Innis knew he was wrong. The king’s pale eyes, flat with hostility, told her that. Like everyone in the Seven Kingdoms, he saw them as monsters, abominations from across the sea.

      He wanted them dead.

      King Esger and his heir wore golden crowns. The crowns didn’t rest on their heads; they were bound there, woven in place by their own long hair. Innis averted her gaze. The crowns seemed to grow from the king’s head, from his son’s, like misshapen antlers.

      Guards flanked the throne, standing to attention. Their uniforms were gaudy—golden breastplates over scarlet tunics, loops of gold braiding—but the men were fighters, their arms corded with muscle. Sharp-edged swords hung at their sides.

      Curse shadows shrouded the guards, a promise of coming death. The shadows lay on her, too, now that she’d set foot in the Seven Kingdoms. Innis saw them clearly—as if a veil of black cobwebs had been thrown over each person in the throne room—but the guards couldn’t see them. They stared ahead, stony-faced. She’d caught one looking sideways at her as they’d walked through the corridors, the ceilings resonating with the sound of booted feet. The expression on his face had been easy to read: fear, revulsion.

      Innis counted the exits silently: the wide double doors at the far end and the smaller doors on either side of the room, all decorated with gold leaf.

      Six doors and a score of guards.

      Only the silver disk around Dareus’s neck, stamped with the seals of kings half a world away, kept King Esger from ordering them dead. It was insubstantial protection, as puny as a child’s wooden shield against a battle-axe.

      Tapestries stitched with gold thread hung on the walls. Between them, gilded mirrors were suspended, so tall they reached nearly to the ceiling. Innis saw herself in one, elongated and twisted slightly to the right. Beside her were Cora and Petrus, and one pace in front, Dareus. The mirror didn’t show the magic that was buried deep within them, the fire inside Dareus and Cora, the animal forms within Petrus and herself—lion, wolf, hawk.

      They stood silently, waiting. Innis tried to be still, tried to not shift her weight, but it was unnerving to be surrounded by so much hatred. The guards would butcher them if they could, behead them and dismember them, burn them. Her heart beat too fast. Magic was a low hum beneath her skin. She wanted to grab hold of it, to change her body into something less vulnerable.

      Footsteps echoed in the throne room. A young man dressed in brown with a royal’s long hair entered, and one pace behind him, a guard in scarlet and gold wearing the silver torque of a personal armsman.

      Her nervousness intensified. This was it. She mustn’t make a mistake.

      For a brief moment, she heard the voices in her head again, the councilors debating: She’s too young to be a Sentinel. Her inexperience will jeopardize the mission. Innis pushed the voices aside. She drew a deep breath and measured the distance to the nearest guard, preparing herself for what might come.

      “Father.” The newcomer bowed. He was dressed plainly in a shirt and trews and huntsman’s boots. He’d come from the practice ground, Innis guessed. Wrestling. A few grains of sawdust clung to his trews. He had no sword belted around his waist and wore no golden crown; instead his brown hair was tied simply at the nape of his neck.

      King Esger turned his gaze to Dareus. “Prince Harkeld. As you requested.”

      The prince looked at Dareus, at the close-clipped gray beard and the plain traveler’s clothes, at the diplomatic seal, heavy and silver around his neck, then glanced briefly at the three of them, standing behind. “You wish to speak with me?”

      “Yes.”

      The differences between the two princes were obvious: dark brown hair instead of ash-blond, hazel eyes instead of gray, sun-browned skin instead of pale. There was nothing bullish about Prince Harkeld, he was lighter on his feet, leaner, but he had the same strong jaw as his half-brother, the same strong nose and brow, the same strong, square hands.

      “And you are?” the prince asked.

      Dareus bowed. “We are from Rosny, sire. In the Allied Kingdoms.”

      “They’re witches,” King Esger said. “Come all the way across the ocean to speak with you.”

      Shock flared in Prince Harkeld’s eyes. He stepped back a pace. His face twisted for a second—revulsion, fear—and then settled into an expression as hostile as his father’s. He glanced at the diplomatic seal. His jaw tightened. “Then speak.”

      Dareus bowed again. “You’ve heard of Ivek’s curse, Prince Harkeld?”

      “A peasants’ tale.” The prince’s voice was curt, dismissive. “To frighten children.”

      “No tale, your highness.” Dareus shook his head. “The curse spreads in water. In lakes and rivers, in town wells. Those who drink become monsters. Mothers eat their babies’ flesh. Fathers violate their children and then slaughter them⁠—”

      “A peasants’ tale,” the prince said again. “If this is what you wish to talk to me about⁠—”

      “The curse has risen on Vaere’s eastern coast,” Dareus said. “Unless it’s broken it will roll across the Seven Kingdoms like a tide. It will claim this continent. Every village and town.”

      The prince shrugged, his disbelief evident. “Why come to me?”

      Innis glanced at King Esger. He was leaning forward slightly, his eyes on Prince Harkeld. The king’s expression arrested her attention. Hatred.

      The back of her neck prickled as tiny hairs stood on end.

      “Because you are the only person who can break the curse,” Dareus told the prince.

      Prince Harkeld laughed. “Your wits are addled, witch.” He turned to the king. “Father, must I listen to this nonsense⁠—”

      King Esger silenced him with a flick of his hand. “Listen.”

      The prince turned back to face Dareus. Anger colored his cheeks.

      “The curse can only be broken by someone of royal birth. A direct descendant of the house of Rutersvard.”

      “So? I’m hardly the only⁠—”

      “Someone who also has mage blood.”

      Fury flared on Prince Harkeld’s face. He took a step towards Dareus. “How dare you⁠—”

      “Your mother’s father was a mage,” Dareus said.

      Prince Harkeld halted. Shock rustled through the throne room. The guards stirred. Prince Jaegar jerked back. Only the king sat unmoved.

      Innis’s magic spiraled closer to the surface. She braced herself for whatever came next.

      Prince Harkeld swung round to face the king. “Father?”

      Prince Jaegar’s expression was exultant. He laughed aloud. “Witch blood!” He leaned forward, his expression hardening into hatred. “Get out of this palace⁠—”

      King Esger halted him with a raised hand. “No.” The king wasn’t looking at either of his sons, he was looking at Dareus. “Harkeld is useful. Isn’t he, witch?”

      Prince Harkeld swallowed. His face was ashen.

      “He’s the only person who can break Ivek’s curse,” Dareus said.

      “My son . . . or his blood?”

      Foreboding gathered in Innis’s chest, squeezing her lungs.

      “His blood.”

      King Esger smiled. He sat back and folded his hands over his stomach. “Harkeld will do it.”

      The foreboding evaporated. Innis drew in a deep breath. Dareus had been correct—they’d walk out of here. There’d be no bloodshed.

      Dareus bowed. “Thank you, your highness.”

      “Once certain conditions have been met.”

      “Conditions?”

      “Payment for my son’s services. For his blood.”

      “Payment? Your highness, I have no⁠—”

      “Not from you,” King Esger said. “From my fellow kings. They shall pay for Harkeld’s blood.”

      “But your highness. I have no authority to negotiate⁠—”

      “That’s what ambassadors are for,” the king said.

      “But your highness, there’s no time⁠—”

      “There’s plenty of time,” King Esger said dismissively. “Where’s the curse now? Vaere’s east coast? More than a thousand leagues from here.”

      “People are already dying in Vaere.” Dareus took a step towards the king.

      One of the guards flanking the throne drew his sword.

      Innis shifted her weight, standing on the balls of her feet. Her heart was beating fast, her magic close to the surface, tingling on her fingertips.

      Dareus stood his ground. “Thousands will die if we wait, your highness. Tens of thousands.”

      “Then I’m certain the other kingdoms will be happy to meet my terms.” King Esger turned his head to one side, dismissing them. “You may leave now.”

      They weren’t leaving without the prince.

      Innis took a deep breath, ready to move at Dareus’s signal.

      Prince Harkeld spoke. “Father.”

      King Esger looked at his younger son. Displeasure was evident on his face.

      When Prince Harkeld had entered the throne room he’d had the arrogance of a king’s son; he no longer did. Gone was the confidence, the pride. His skin was pale with shock, and beneath the shock was something that looked like fear.

      You are right to be afraid, Innis told him silently. You’re one of us now. An abomination. They’d kill you if they could.

      Muscles worked in Prince Harkeld’s throat as he swallowed. “Father, I must break the curse as soon as possible⁠—”

      “Be silent.” It was a command, flat and final.

      “But—”

      “Or I shall have your tongue cut out.”

      Prince Harkeld closed his mouth. Innis saw on his face the realization that his father hated him.

      “The curse will reach Osgaard,” Dareus said into the silence.

      The king shrugged. “Not for many months. And I have the means of stopping it before it does.”

      “But whole kingdoms will be emptied!”

      King Esger smiled slightly, his cheeks pouching. “I’m aware of that.”

      There was a moment of stillness, of silence. Innis stared at the king. Disbelief grew inside her. No one could be that⁠—

      “You intend to use the curse to increase Osgaard’s wealth?” Dareus asked. His voice was uninflected, without censure.

      King Esger shrugged lightly. “It’s my duty to expand Osgaard’s territory.” He lifted a hand from his belly, waved it in dismissal. “You may go now.”

      Dareus didn’t move. “It will be the worst kind of butchery, your highness.”

      King Esger lost his smile. He straightened on his throne. “Get out of my palace.”

      Innis tensed. She took hold of her magic. Clarity expanded in her mind. She inhaled, feeling magic running under her skin, stinging⁠—

      “No, Father!” Prince Harkeld stepped forward. “Osgaard loses its honor if you do this. I won’t allow it!”

      “Allow?” King Esger laughed, a loud crack of sound. He leaned forward on the throne, hatred twisting his face. “You’ll do as you’re ordered! You are nothing here. Nothing!”

      Prince Harkeld shook his head. “I refuse to wait.”

      Silence stretched in the throne room, tight and brittle, and then King Esger sat back in his throne. “If you disobey me, I’ll place a traitor’s bounty on your head.”

      Prince Harkeld stood his ground. “If you kill me, the curse can’t be broken.”

      The king smiled, his lips stretching across his teeth. “I don’t need you alive,” he told his son. “I only need your blood.”

      “Prince Harkeld’s hand must touch the anchor stones,” Dareus said. “Or else the curse can’t be broken.”

      King Esger glanced at him. “But Harkeld doesn’t need be attached to his hands, does he? He doesn’t even need to be alive.”

      Prince Jaegar stirred. Innis glanced at him. He was watching his half-brother. His mouth moved, as if he savored a sweet taste on his tongue.

      “The choice is yours,” the king said. “Your obedience—or I take your blood and your hands.”

      Prince Harkeld swallowed. He touched his hip, as if reaching for a sword—but he wore no swordbelt.

      Dareus glanced back over his shoulder. He moved his hand, a tiny gesture.

      Innis inhaled deeply. She let the magic rush through her body. “I choose honor,” she heard Prince Harkeld say. “I’ll have no part in your⁠—”

      She held the image of what she wanted to be firmly in her mind—a lioness—and changed. There was a dizzying second when she was neither one thing nor the other, when magic poured through her, stinging, a sensation close to pain, and then everything was solid and real again. Scent and sound rushed at her: the sharp smell of fear, the hiss of swords being drawn from gilded scabbards, the scrape of hobnailed boots as the guards scrambled to protect their king and his heir.

      “Kill it!” Fear made King Esger’s voice shrill. “Kill the witch!”

      A guard brandished his sword at her. The blade trembled.

      “Kill Harkeld!”

      Prince Harkeld’s personal armsman, the torque gleaming silver at his throat, raised his sword, his eyes on the prince.

      Innis charged past the guard, bunched her muscles, leaped. In her human form she would have been too late; as a lion, she was swifter than the armsman. She struck the man with her full weight, propelling him backwards. He dropped his sword as he fell. It spun across the floor, striking the wall with a loud clang.

      Another lion roared. Petrus stood with Dareus and Cora. He was a lion, silver-maned and deep-chested. A dozen guards faced him, swords drawn, protecting their king and his heir. The rest faced Innis and Prince Harkeld. Eight men. Her lioness eyes saw their fear: the wide pupils, the sweat, the rapid beating of their pulses.

      Innis crouched, ready to leap.

      Fire magic hissed over her pelt as Dareus and Cora unleashed their magic. The guards’ tunics began to smolder. One of the tapestries on the wall erupted into flames.

      “Guards, kill them!” King Esger screamed.

      Men ran to obey, swords raised and fear in their eyes, tunics smoking.

      Petrus roared again. He charged, scattering the guards, knocking one down, opening the man’s cheek with razor-sharp claws, spraying blood.

      The guards’ clothes burst alight. One of them screamed, a high, panicked sound. Metal clanged on the marble floor as men threw aside their swords, tore off their breastplates, tore off their uniforms.

      King Esger’s voice rose to a shriek. “Kill them!”

      Innis turned to Prince Harkeld. He stepped back, holding up a hand to ward her off.

      I won’t hurt you, she tried to tell him. I’m here to protect you. The sound was a grunt, almost a mew. The prince didn’t understand it. He kept backing away. His foot caught on the clothes she’d worn. He glanced down and then sharply back at her. She saw the depth of his fear, of his revulsion.

      The tapestries along one side of the throne room were alight. Flames swept towards the high, golden ceiling. The mirror frames burned, gilt melting from the wood. One crashed to the marble floor, spraying splinters of glass and burning wood across the throne room. And above it all—splintering mirror and crackling flame—was King Esger’s voice: “Kill them! Kill Harkeld!”

      Dareus grabbed the prince by the elbow. “We must get out of here!”

      Cora ran past, flames trickling from her fingertips.

      Petrus was suddenly alongside Innis, smelling of blood. He butted her shoulder, telling her to hurry.

      Another mirror smashed to the floor. The roar of flames was loud. And louder than that was King Esger’s voice. “Kill Harkeld!” he shrieked. “Don’t let him escape!”
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      Harkeld wrenched free of the witch’s grip. “No. This way.” The tall double doors would only lead them to the main corridor and more guards. He headed for one of the side doors at a run.

      The gray-haired male witch followed. Harkeld didn’t look to see whether the others came. Grotesque perversions of human and animal. Better that they died in the throne room.

      He wrenched the door open. The corridor was plain, low-ceilinged and unadorned. A bondservants’ corridor.

      Harkeld ran. The door slammed shut behind him. Footsteps echoed in the corridor—his and two others, boots slapping on the flagstones.

      He focused on what was simple: a route out of the palace. The events of the throne room—the witch’s revelation, his father’s reaction, the magic—clamored in his head, so shocking, so huge, that he had to push them aside.

      Don’t think, he told himself. Just run.

      The corridor branched. He turned left and ran down the stairs, taking the steps three at a time, then turned left again and pushed open the door at the end of the corridor. They were no longer in bondservants’ territory. The walls were hung with tapestries. Windows looked out over manicured hedges and flower beds.

      Harkeld slowed to a fast walk. In the distance a bell rang frantically. “There’ll be guards here.” He glanced back. Two witches followed him—the gray-haired man and the middle-aged woman. Behind them were a pair of long-legged hunting dogs, one silver-white, the other black.

      Human beings in the form of dogs. Monsters. Harkeld jerked his gaze ahead again.

      Three guards turned into the corridor, striding. Their eyes flicked to him and they halted, snapping to attention.

      Harkeld halted, too. To these men he was still a prince. “My father needs you in the throne room,” he said, authority ringing in his voice. “Hurry!”

      The guards obeyed without hesitation, breaking into a run, not stopping to ask where his personal armsman was or who the strangers following him were.

      Harkeld began to walk again, almost jogging. “The gates will be sealed,” he said, not looking back at the witches. “They’ll have heard the bell. Our best chance is to go through the gardens.” Ahead were double doors, embossed with gold. He pushed them open and stepped out onto a marble terrace. The sun was high overhead. He slowed, strolling.

      “The outer wall?” the gray-haired witch asked, lengthening his stride until he was alongside Harkeld. Despite his age, he was barely out of breath.

      “It’s less heavily guarded at the eastern corner.”

      They went down the steps into the garden. The paths were made of crushed pink and white marble that crunched beneath their feet. Above that small sound, the bell tolled urgently.

      “I’ll have the horses meet us there.” The witch snapped his fingers. “Petrus!”

      The silver-white hunting dog trotted up, ears pricked.

      “Tell Gerit to meet us at the eastern corner. Hurry!”

      The dog nodded.

      “How heavily guarded is the outer wall?” the gray-haired witch asked.

      “In the eastern corner, two men in each tower.” Harkeld glanced back. The silver-white hunting dog was gone. A hawk rose in the sky, gaining height with each flap of its wings.

      He jerked his gaze forward again. They were between the clipped hedges now, out of sight of all but the topmost windows of the palace. Harkeld lengthened his stride into a run. The witches followed.

      The gardens stretched for more than a mile, a labyrinth of groves and flower beds and secluded, sunlit lawns. Harkeld took a route that avoided the courtyards where the ladies liked to sit and gossip, heading for the outer wall, running fast, listening for sounds of pursuit behind them. The bell pealed loudly, but beneath that sound he heard nothing—no shouts, no baying hounds.

      Ahead, the wall towered high. He was close enough to see the blocks of stone, close enough to make out the steps leading up to the guard tower⁠—

      “Harkeld!”

      He swung around, panting.

      Behind them, where the path branched to a rose bower, stood his half-sister Brigitta and her armsman.

      “Harkeld, what’s happening?” Brigitta stepped forward. The sunlight caught her hair, making it gleam as brightly as the golden crown woven into it. She shone with youth, with beauty. “Why is the bell ringing?”

      Her armsman stepped forward, too, one pace behind her. He had the dark, hawk-like features of an Esfaban islander. A silver torque gleamed at his throat.

      The black hunting dog came forward to stand in front of Harkeld. It was panting, its tongue hanging from its mouth.

      The armsman laid one hand on the hilt of his sword.

      Brigitta stared at the dog and the two witches. Her brow creased. “Harkeld, where’s your armsman? What are you doing?”

      For half a second he considered lying, then rejected it. Britta deserved the truth. “I’m leaving.”

      Her eyes widened. “Leaving?”

      “Now. Over the wall.” Harkeld caught the armsman’s gaze, held it. “Don’t try to stop us,” he told him.

      The armsman hesitated, then raised his chin in a slight nod.

      Brigitta stepped forward, ignoring the dog. “Take me with you.”

      “I can’t, Britta.”

      Her hands clasped together, white-knuckled. “Please, Harkeld.” He heard desperation in her voice. “You know what will happen to me if you go. Duke Rikard⁠—”

      “There’s a bounty on my head.” He glanced at the armsman again. Would the man attack? “That’s why the bell’s ringing.”

      “I don’t care! Take me with you. Please!”

      The armsman stood, still and watchful. He made no attempt to move.

      Harkeld looked at Brigitta. Tears were bright in her eyes. “I’m sorry. It’s too dangerous.” He stepped past the dog and pulled her into a hug. She was slender in his arms, fragile. He tightened his grip, hearing the strident peal of the bell, smelling the scent of roses. His half-sister, his friend. I love you, he thought.

      He bent his head and kissed her soft hair and said it aloud, so that she could hear, “I love you.” The golden crown pressed against his cheek.

      He lifted his head and looked at the armsman. “Keep her safe.”

      This time the man spoke. “I will.”

      Harkeld stepped away from Britta. He couldn’t say goodbye; his throat was too tight. He was trying to protect her. Why did it feel as if he was abandoning her?

      Because he was.

      He turned and ran, paying no attention to the witches or the dog. He glanced back once. Brigitta stood in the middle of the path. Behind her was the armsman, watching.

      The wall loomed ahead, cliff-like. It was easy to turn grief and guilt into rage, to take the stairs three at a time, to burst out onto the rampart, to take advantage of the two guards’ hesitation when they recognized him. He took the closest guard, bringing him down, slamming the man’s head against the stone parapet, knocking him senseless.

      Harkeld pushed to his feet. The second guard lay on the floor. Standing over him were the two witches, man and woman. The black dog was gone. A pair of hawks soared above the guard tower.

      Harkeld bent and removed the guard’s swordbelt, buckling it swiftly around his own hips. The weight made him feel less vulnerable. Now he could defend himself.

      The baying of a hound rose from the garden.

      The wall was too high to jump from, too sheer to climb down, but the rope for hoisting the tower’s flag, hastily cut, was long enough for their purposes. The female witch went first, a small, middle-aged woman with her sandy hair in a thick plait down her back.

      Harkeld leaned over the battlement, watching. A mile away, to the right, was the town, its slate roofs gleaming in the afternoon sunlight. Ahead and to the left was the royal forest, a sea of trees. Between forest and wall was a furlong of cleared land. Horses galloped towards them from the town. “Yours?” he asked the gray-haired witch.

      “Yes.”

      Harkeld followed the woman, landing jarringly on the hard-packed dirt at the base of the wall. He spun to face the riders. Five horses bore down on them, four riderless. Above swooped the hawks.

      The gray-haired witch clambered down the rope. He jumped the last few feet, landing lightly in a crouch. “Take the bay.”

      Harkeld nodded, glancing up at the guard tower. He heard shouting. A guard peered down. The rope twitched.

      The horses halted. “Quickly!” the gray-haired witch cried, thrusting reins at him. Above, a guard was already scrambling down the rope.

      Harkeld grabbed the reins and swung up into the saddle. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the guard push away from the wall, arcing towards him.

      The man’s weight knocked him from the saddle as the bay surged forward. Harkeld struck the ground hard. He rolled, pushing up on one elbow. There was a ringing sound in his ears and no breath in his lungs. Dimly he heard the guard shout. Sunlight gleamed on an uplifted sword.

      Harkeld raised an arm in defense. He had time for one thought—I’m dead—and for one emotion—astonishment—before a lioness barreled into the guard, knocking him off his feet.

      The guard released his sword as he fell. The blade sliced past Harkeld’s upraised hand and smacked into the dirt.

      Harkeld lowered his arm. He coughed, tasting dirt and blood, and inhaled deeply. The guard screamed. The sound echoed in Harkeld’s head. He blinked, trying to focus his eyes, and rose unsteadily to his knees. The smell of smoke was strong. He looked up. The rope was on fire, flames licking upwards. Above, on the parapet, a silver-maned lion roared.

      The lioness suddenly pushed her face into his, her eyes golden. She turned her head and uttered a sound—part grunt, part roar—that sounded like a summons.

      He raised his hand to push her away. Foul creature.

      Blood dripped from his fingers.

      Harkeld shook his head to clear it. He turned his hand palm-up. For a second he stared dumbly, seeing red flesh and white bone. Blood spurted from the wound.

      Someone gripped his collar and hauled him to his feet. Harkeld jerked away, almost stumbling, before he realized it was the gray-haired witch.

      He stood, blinking, trying to get his eyes to focus fully as a man he’d never seen before, with a grizzled brown beard and bristling eyebrows, ripped off a shirtsleeve and tied it tightly about his wrist. The spurting blood slowed to a trickle. The man tore off his other sleeve and bound Harkeld’s hand roughly.

      “Mount!”

      Harkeld did, clumsily, and sat swaying in the saddle, gripping the reins in his left hand.

      They rode at a slow canter, the lioness loping alongside and a hawk flying overhead. By the time they reached the cool shade of the forest, the ringing in Harkeld’s ears had lessened and his head had begun to clear. He looked back before the trees closed around them. A line of fire ran up the wall as the rope burned. Figures clustered on the battlement, and behind them were the gilded roofs and gleaming marble of the palace.

      His home.

      Not anymore.

      He waited for an emotion—loss, rage—but all he felt was disbelief.

      Movement drew his eye. Guards on horseback, at least a score of them, with a pack of hounds streaming in front of them.

      He dug his heels into the bay’s flanks.

      The lioness kept pace with him, but when he glanced back he saw that the other riders followed more slowly. Behind them, flames rose high. The forest was on fire.

      Harkeld brought his horse to a halt. He twisted in his saddle. The flames spread as he watched, to the left and right, an impregnable wall of fire. And as the flames spread, so did his disbelief.

      This can’t be happening, he thought. It’s not real.

      But it was happening. It was real.
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      They rode through the royal forest for the rest of the afternoon. The witches followed no trail—huntsman’s or deer’s—that Harkeld could see, yet they rode without hesitation, pushing deeper into the coolness of the forest, beneath broad-boughed oaks and towering ash trees, through thickets of prickly yews.

      Whenever they rested the horses in a walk, the gray-haired male witch came up alongside him and unwound the bandage around his hand. The first time, Harkeld jerked his hand away.

      “I need to heal it,” the witch said.

      “Magic?”

      The man nodded.

      Harkeld hesitated. Magic was foul, filthy, a perversion of what was natural and right.

      He looked down at his hand. The fingers were almost severed from the palm. Instinct told him not to let the man touch him; self-preservation insisted he did.

      Harkeld held out his hand. He sat stiff and unwilling while the horses walked and the witch’s fingers rested on his palm. The edges of the wound slowly drew closed; after the third healing session, the bones were no longer visible—after the fourth, the witch released the tourniquet. When no blood flowed, he gave a nod of satisfaction. “Can you move your fingers?”

      Harkeld shook his head. Bitterness surged inside him. He was a cripple, a swordsman who couldn’t wield a sword.

      “Innis will finish the healing,” the man said. “Tonight.”

      “Innis?”

      The witch nodded at the lioness, loping beside the horses.
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        * * *

      

      The witches had a camp deep in the forest, beside a creek. Four tents and a campfire. Beneath the smell of woodsmoke was the smell of stew.

      A young, red-haired man tended the fire. He straightened at their approach and waved cheerfully. Harkeld eyed him. He had to be another witch; no human would travel willingly in such company.

      The glade looked like a thousand others in the forest: trickling creek, oak and ash and rowan trees. Above the leafy canopy, dusk was settling into night. The glow from the burning forest lit the sky behind them. Harkeld dismounted. “The forest fire?” he asked the gray-haired witch.

      “It won’t come near us.”

      The red-haired witch handed Harkeld a mug of cider and took the bay from him.

      Harkeld drank, trying to stifle his fear. Everything he knew about witches crowded into his mind. Tales of infanticide and bestiality. Tales of cannibalism. Tales of witches burning people alive. He forced himself to concentrate on the ordinariness of the scene: the tents, the pots hanging over the fire, the tartness and sweetness of the cider on his tongue. The red-haired witch whistled between his teeth as he unsaddled the horses.

      “Let me see your hand.”

      He turned his head.

      The girl from the throne room stood beside him. He recognized the black hair curling halfway down her back, the pale skin, the dark eyes.

      She looked human; Harkeld knew she wasn’t. She was a shapeshifter. Neither human nor animal, but a monstrous combination of both.

      “Dareus says the tendons are severed.” The girl had the same accent as the gray-haired witch: sibilant s, guttural r. “If you wish to use your fingers again, I must look at your hand.”

      She was dressed in a shirt and trews. Harkeld remembered the pile of clothes on the floor of the throne room, the shirt with its seams burst open, the ripped trews.

      She’d been a lion, a hunting dog, a hawk. She’d been covered in fur and in feathers.

      “The sooner it’s done, the better it will heal,” the girl said. She didn’t look like any of the animals she’d been. She was long-legged and slender, like a gazelle.

      Harkeld braced himself, and held out his bandaged hand.

      The girl didn’t touch it. “Let’s sit by the fire.” She turned away from him.

      Harkeld followed, his legs stiff with reluctance. She’s a monster, a voice whispered in his head. By not killing her, he was going against every principle of rightness and conscience.

      A log had been placed alongside the fire. The girl sat. He could see her more clearly in the firelight. Freckles scattered her pale skin. Her eyes were dark gray.

      Harkeld sat on the log, putting as much space between them as he could. He extended his hand towards the witch, looking at the fire, not her.

      The girl unwrapped the bandage and dropped it on the ground. He felt her fingers, cool, turning his palm towards the fire, examining the wound. Harkeld’s skin crawled beneath that light touch. It took all his willpower not to jerk his hand free. He clenched his jaw and stared at the flames.

      He knew when she started. He felt it—a prickling sensation, neither hot nor cold. He was aware of every bone in his hand, every tendon, every nerve, every blood vessel.

      Harkeld held himself utterly still, fighting the urge to snatch his hand from her grasp. He tried to concentrate on other things, on the stew pot and the steaming pot of water that hung alongside it, on the moths that darted close to the flames, on the witches rubbing down the horses, on the sound of the red-haired witch whistling.

      Time seemed to stretch interminably. Each second was as long as a minute, each minute as long as an hour. Finally, the girl released his hand. “Try to move your fingers.”

      Harkeld hesitated, then flexed his fingers.

      They moved.

      Relief surged through him, so intense that for a moment he couldn’t breathe. He flexed his fingers again, clenched them into a fist, spread them wide. There was no pain, no stiffness.

      The witch had given him back his hand, and twice today she’d saved his life. Monster or not, he owed her gratitude.

      “Thank you,” he said, glancing at her, seeing gray eyes and a fine-boned, gamine face.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Harkeld looked down at his palm. A scar ran across it from one side to the other, pink and fresh. His skin crawled where her fingers had touched, as if her filth had contaminated him.

      He stood abruptly and headed for the creek. He had to wash her touch off his hand, had to wash her off.
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        * * *

      

      The gray-haired witch told him his name while they ate—Dareus—and the names of the others: the middle-aged woman with the long plait of sandy hair, Cora, and the young blond male shapeshifter, Petrus, who’d both been at the palace. Bearded, brown-haired Gerit, who’d bound his hand at the palace wall. Red-haired Ebril. And the girl, Innis. Harkeld paid little attention. He didn’t want to know the witches’ names. They were monsters, not people. He ate without looking at any of them. When he was finished, he put down his wooden bowl.

      “Do you have any questions?” Dareus asked. “About your grandfather? About the curse?”

      Harkeld looked at him across the campfire. “You have proof my grandfather was a witch?”

      Dareus put down his own bowl and sat back. “Your mother’s birth was carefully planned. We’ve been trying to get mage blood into royal lines for close to a century. Although you’re the only⁠—”

      “It was deliberate?”

      “Yes.” The firelight cast deep shadows over the witch’s face. His eyes were dark caves, his nose a bony ridge. “It was necessary to break the curse.”

      They’d mixed their filthy blood with his mother’s line on purpose? Outrage held Harkeld rigid for a moment, then he pushed to his feet. “How dare you⁠—”

      “It had to be done,” Dareus said. “Ivek was a mage. It was our responsibility to find a way to break the curse.”

      He’d been bred as a farmer bred cattle. Monstrous, contaminated cattle.

      He was aware of the other witches, dark shapes around the campfire, watching. “How long will it take to break?”

      “Three or four months,” Dareus said. “Maybe longer. The bounty on your head will make it difficult.”

      “Three months?” he said, appalled.

      “The curse is anchored in more than one place,” the witch said. “It’s quite complex.”

      Three months.

      Harkeld shook his head.  “I’m going to bed.” He turned away from the campfire.

      “Ebril will share your tent.”

      Harkeld turned around. “No,” he said flatly. “I will not sleep in the same tent as one of you.” He’d rather sleep in a midden than alongside a witch, sharing the same space, breathing the same air.

      “We must guard you,” Dareus said. “There’s a bounty on your head. Every man in Osgaard will be trying to kill you.”

      “I will not sleep in the same tent as a witch.” Harkeld articulated each word carefully, cutting them off with his teeth.

      “You have no choice, prince.” The old man’s voice was faintly apologetic.

      Harkeld laid his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Try it, and you’ll be one witch short.”

      There was silence for a moment, except for the faint crackle of the fire and a soft sigh from one of the horses.

      “Very well,” Dareus said finally, without inflection.

      Harkeld nodded. He turned on his heel.
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      “I don’t like him,” Gerit said.

      “We could kill him while he sleeps,” Petrus suggested, his tone only half-joking. His pale hair gleamed like silver in the firelight. “And claim the bounty for ourselves.”

      Gerit grunted a laugh. “And the curse?”

      “We only need his blood,” Petrus said. “And his hands.”

      “He’s afraid of us,” Innis said, reaching for her mug. “He’s afraid of magic. When I healed him, he fought it the whole time.” She’d been aware of the prince’s fear, aware of how much effort it had taken him to sit still, to let her heal him.

      “Afraid?” Gerit said sourly. “Seems to me he hates us.”

      “Of course he does,” Cora said. “Everyone in the Seven Kingdoms does. They think we’re monsters.” She flicked her plait over her shoulder and shrugged. “You know the stories they tell about us.”

      Dareus leaned forward and stirred the fire. “The prince needs a guard. We need to make sure he’s never alone.” He jabbed at the logs, making sparks rise into the sky. “That cursed bounty!”

      “He needs a personal armsman,” Cora said. “One who won’t try to kill him.”

      Gerit exhaled through his nose, a sound that was almost a laugh.

      Innis didn’t laugh. She remembered the prince’s armsman raising his sword, murderous determination on his face.

      “He needs an armsman who’s a mage,” Dareus said. “And that’s what we’ll give him.”

      “One of us?” Ebril said. “But you heard what he said. He’ll kill⁠—”

      Dareus shook his head. “We’ll give him someone he doesn’t know is a mage.”

      “But he’s seen us all,” Petrus protested.

      “We’ll give him a shapeshifter.”

      Ebril whistled between his teeth. “Take the shape of another human? That’s forbidden.”

      “We’re Sentinel mages. We can do whatever needs doing.” Gerit leaned forward, his gaze on Dareus. The shadows accentuated the bristling eyebrows, the bristling beard. “But what I want to know is whether this prince is worth breaking a Primary Law for.”

      “For the sake of so many lives? Yes.”

      Gerit shrugged and sat back.

      “Who’ll do it?” Petrus asked. “Me or⁠—”

      “Innis,” Dareus said. “She’s the only one who can hold a shift long enough.”

      Innis’s mouth fell open. Me? But the word remained unuttered on her tongue. All she could do was stare at Dareus. What he suggested was doubly forbidden: to take the form of another person, to change gender.

      “She’s too young for something that demanding!” Petrus said. “She’s not yet twenty.”

      “Innis’s strength as a shapeshifter is why she was chosen to join us,” Dareus said. “Her age isn’t an issue.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Petrus persisted. “She’ll lose her sense of self. She could go mad!”

      “You and Gerit and Ebril can relieve her for a few hours each day,” Dareus said. “So she may be herself.” He looked across the campfire at her. “Innis?”

      Innis wanted to say no. Petrus was right—it was a dangerous undertaking. She’d be living as another person. It would be easy to lose herself and go mad.

      She looked down at her hands. She’d sworn the oath of a Sentinel: to protect the innocent, to place the welfare of others ahead of her own. Tens of thousands of lives depended on Prince Harkeld. He was the single most important person in the Seven Kingdoms.

      “I’ll do it.”

      As soon as the words were out, she wanted to take them back. Dismay surged inside her.

      “Are you certain you can do it, girl?”

      She looked at Gerit.

      “I don’t question your ability to take male form, or to hold it—you’re the strongest shapeshifter I’ve ever seen. What I want to know is, can you act like a man?” Gerit pinned her with his gaze, his eyes dark pits beneath shaggy eyebrows. “An armsman would be assertive, girl. He’d be confident.” She heard the unspoken words: And you’re not.

      “I have faith in Innis,” Dareus said.

      Gerit ignored the comment. “Can you do it, girl?”

      Could she?

      She glanced at Petrus. He was staring at her, a fierce frown on his face. He shook his head, a silent Don’t do it.

      Innis studied him. She’d trained alongside Petrus for years. She knew him inside out—how he talked, how he ate, how he cleared his throat and spat when he thought she wasn’t looking. She’d pretend to be him. She’d mimic his maleness, his easy confidence. She turned to Gerit. “Yes, I can do it.”

      “I hope you’re right, girl,” Gerit said. “Because if the prince suspects the truth, he’s likely to kill you.”

      “He’ll never know,” Dareus said.

      “But won’t he notice we’re a mage short?” Cora asked.

      “Not if we’re careful. He’ll see Innis for a few hours each day; the rest of the time he’ll think she’s in animal form.” Dareus scratched his jaw, his brow furrowed in thought. “Tomorrow I’ll ride back to the port. Petrus, you come with me. The rest of you head for the mountains.”

      “The port?” Gerit said. “Is that necessary?”

      “The armsman will need his own horse and weapons, if he’s to be believable.”

      Gerit grunted. “True.”

      “Innis, let the prince see you as a hawk, then come after me.”

      “And tonight?” Ebril asked. His red hair glinted in the firelight. “How do we guard the prince?”

      “I could be a mouse,” Innis said. “Or a⁠—”

      “Too dangerous,” Gerit said. “The mood he’s in, he finds a mouse in his tent he’ll chop it into pieces.”

      “Tonight we’ll guard from the outside,” Dareus said. He stood. Innis saw how tired he was. “Ebril, take the first watch. Gerit, the second.”

      Innis stayed seated while the others rose, while bowls and mugs were collected. She stared at the fire, at the leaping flames, at the bark curling up, shriveling, blackening as the logs burned. Taking the form of a man wasn’t something to fear. It was a challenge. A chance to prove that her advancement to Sentinel hadn’t been a mistake.

      “Innis?”

      She glanced up. Petrus stood there.

      He sat down alongside her, the log shifting slightly with his weight. “Are you certain you can do this? Because if you don’t want to⁠—”

      “I have to. This is why they made me a Sentinel. For tasks like this.” Fear tightened in her belly. “Petrus, will you watch me? You know me better than anyone else. You’ll see if . . . if I start⁠—”

      “I won’t let you go mad.” His voice held utter conviction. He reached out and took one of her hands. “You’re strong, Innis. If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

      Innis smiled at him. “I’m glad you’re here.” He was her anchor, her friend, the closest thing she had to a brother.

      “I’ll always be here.” Petrus’s grip tightened. He had a swordsman’s callused fingers. “You did well today, at the palace.”

      The praise made her flush. Innis touched the log lightly with her other hand. Her parents were buried in the soil an ocean away, but the All-Mother connected them—wood, soil, water. Are you proud? she asked silently. I’m a Sentinel now, like you were.

      Petrus stood, pulling her to her feet. “Come on, sleepyhead, bedtime.” He turned her towards the tents, giving her a little push. “Go. Sleep. You’ll need all your strength tomorrow.”
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      Jaumé woke to rain on his face. For a moment he lay blinking, and then memory flooded back: Rosa’s scream, the smell of Mam’s blood. He sat up and rubbed his face, knuckling his eyes, trying to push the memory out of his head. But no matter how hard he rubbed, he couldn’t erase the memory of Rosa swinging from Da’s grip. He heard her scream above the rain.

      Rain.

      Thirst kicked in. He lifted his face to the sky, opening his mouth.

      Once the gulping thirst had eased, Jaumé started walking, staying in the fir forest, paralleling the road. His pace was slow. Hunger cramped his belly.

      Soon he’d reach Neuly, and in Neuly there’d be food.

      But what if the curse had passed him while he slept? What if Neuly’s water was already poisoned? What if⁠—?

      A man on horseback came around a bend in the road ahead of him.

      Jaumé darted behind a tree trunk and crouched low, scarcely daring to breathe.

      Horse and rider drew closer. The horse was ambling, its hooves splashing in the puddles. The man sat relaxed, the hood of his brown woolen cape pulled over his head.

      Fear kept Jaumé hidden as horse and rider came abreast of him. What if the man was like Da? What if the curse had already taken him?

      The traveler began to whistle despite the rain, a cheerful, jaunty tune.

      It was the whistling that decided him. Jaumé rose and stepped out from behind the tree. “Wait!”

      The rider halted. He turned in his saddle, pushing the hood back. He had a farmer’s face, tanned and weather-beaten, jovial.

      “Girond has the curse,” Jaumé said. “Don’t go there.”

      The farmer laughed. “Away with you, boy. Find someone else to frighten.”

      “It’s true.”

      The man shook his head. “The curse is a tale, boy.”

      “It’s true,” Jaumé insisted, an edge of desperation in his voice. “They’re killing each other.”

      The farmer’s face lost its joviality. For a long moment he did nothing but stare at Jaumé, then he hauled on the reins, turning his horse around. He dug his heels into its flanks.

      The horse reared forward.

      “Wait!” Jaumé shouted. He began to run. “Take me with you!”

      But the farmer didn’t slow down.
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      Innis woke to the gray light of predawn and the sound of birdsong. She washed her face in the creek and joined Cora and Gerit in the clearing beside the fire for the dawn exercises. Nervousness eddied in her belly. The precise flow of movements, the slow rhythm of stretches and lunges and blocks, the control she had over her body—flex of muscle, quietness of breathing—was calming. Dareus and Petrus joined them.

      Innis went through the sequence three times before stopping. A feeling of quiet confidence had replaced the nervousness. She washed her face in the creek again and turned back to the campsite.

      Prince Harkeld stood beside his tent, watching Dareus and Petrus complete the exercises. His antipathy was clear to see. He looked as if he’d smelled something unpleasant, lips flattened against his teeth, nostrils slightly flared.

      The prince turned his head and caught her looking at him. She read his opinion of her clearly in his eyes.

      Innis flushed. She ducked her head and walked towards the fire and breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      After the campsite was dismantled and the packhorses loaded, they split into two groups. Gerit jerked his thumb at the sky. “Innis, get up there with Ebril. Keep watch. Anyone follows us, I want to know.”

      Innis’s heart kicked in her chest and sped up. This was it, the first step towards breaking a Primary Law. She went through the preparations mechanically: removing her boots, unbuttoning the top few buttons of her shirt. She focused on the form she wanted to take, took a deep breath, and changed. Magic surged through her, stinging beneath her skin. For a dizzying moment she was neither human nor bird, then everything became solid again. Her lungs expanded as she inhaled, her heart beat in her chest, blood flowed through her veins.

      She stayed in the nest of her clothes for a few seconds, while the disorientation of viewing the world through different eyes eased, then shrugged free of the shirt. Her nervousness vanished as she spread her wings. Exhilaration caught her as she climbed swiftly upward. There was nothing but pleasure in the strong flex of her wings, in the speed of her ascent, in the utter freedom of flight.

      Smoke from yesterday’s fires stained the sky. To the north, the forest stretched for miles before trailing into a patchwork of fields and villages. To the east was more forest, and mountains rising jaggedly in the distance. South, past a ragged fringe of forest and farmland, was the sea. Dimly, through the haze, she saw the curve of the horizon.

      Ebril swooped towards her with a shrill cry of welcome. Like her, he’d chosen to be a hawk. His breast and the underside of his wings were a russet-brown. His eyes were ringed with yellow above the vicious curve of his beak. The shimmer of magic surrounded him, like sunlight sparkling on water.

      Innis circled high above the campsite. She saw Prince Harkeld glance upward, saw the muscles contract alongside his mouth.

      Gerit lifted his hand, a silent command: Go. Innis uttered a cry of farewell to Ebril. She dipped a wing, gliding east until she was out of sight of the campsite, then swung west, towards the smoke and King Esger’s palace, the town and the harbor. From this height, the forest was crisscrossed by strips of burned trees. The fires had clearly been laid by mages; there was nothing natural about those narrow, blackened strips, they were too straight, too discrete.

      It didn’t take her long to find Dareus and Petrus. She swooped down, landing on a branch.

      “Take us as close to the port as you can,” Dareus said. “And keep close watch. They’ll be hunting us.”
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        * * *

      

      It was late morning by the time they reached the edge of the forest. Dareus dismounted. He held out his arm.

      Innis landed lightly, taking care not to grip too strongly with her talons.

      “Is there anyone nearby?”

      She shook her head.

      “Good. Change back.”

      Petrus dismounted. He unstrapped a blanket from behind his saddle. Innis glided across to him. She landed and shifted. There was a moment of disorientation and then she settled fully into herself: a human, not a bird.

      Petrus handed her the blanket. Innis wrapped it around herself. The clarity of vision she’d had as a hawk was gone. Through the smoky haze, the port and the lower portions of the town were only dimly visible. She could no longer see the ships riding at anchor in the harbor.

      “I’ve given some thought to the shape you’ll shift into,” Dareus said. “There are certain difficulties. You can’t be from Osgaard or any of the Seven Kingdoms. Your accent marks you as not from here.”

      “Where, then?”

      “Across the ocean,” Dareus said. “The Allied Kingdoms.”

      “The prince isn’t a fool,” Petrus protested. “Everyone knows mages come from Rosny⁠—”

      “She’ll not be from Rosny,” Dareus said. “She’ll be from the Grœt Isles. She’ll be Justen.”

      “Justen?” Petrus’s surprise echoed her own.

      “You both trained with him. You know how he speaks, how he acts. There’s less chance that one of you will make a mistake.” Dareus rubbed the furrows in his brow. “It’s the best I can think of.”

      Petrus glanced at her. “Can you do it?”

      “Ach,” she said, the way Justen always did. “By the All-Mother, I think I can.”

      Petrus grunted, the sound was almost a laugh. “Ebril knows Justen,” he said. “But I don’t think Gerit does.”

      “He can learn from watching you.”

      “We’ll need an amulet,” Innis said. Justen always touched his when he mentioned the All-Mother. “And one of those daggers with a decorated hilt.”

      “We’ll need a lot of things,” Dareus said. “But first, let’s make sure you can both do the shift. I want an image you can both focus on. Petrus, you brought the parchment?”

      Petrus had. He spread a sheet on the ground and anchored it with stones. “You draw,” he said, handing Innis the stick of charcoal. “You’re better than me.”

      Innis sat cross-legged and stared at the parchment, turning the charcoal over in her fingers, trying to see Justen’s face on it. She began to sketch.

      “Snub nose,” Petrus said over her shoulder. “And his hair’s down past his ears.”

      When she’d finished, Justen’s face looked back at her from the parchment—square and plain, with a broad brow and wide mouth. A dependable face. An honest, good-humored face.

      “Good,” Dareus said. “Let’s practice. Innis, you go first.”

      She stood, drawing the blanket tightly around herself, suddenly nervous. She was about to break one of the Primary Laws. “How tall is he?”

      “Same as me,” Petrus said.

      “Use Petrus’s body,” Dareus said. “Petrus.” It was an order.

      Petrus began to strip. He kicked off his boots and shrugged out of his shirt.

      Innis studied his bare chest as he unbuckled his belt. She’d seen Petrus naked dozens of times, hundreds, but this was the first time she’d ever looked at him properly: the broad shoulders, the muscled abdomen. He wasn’t as hairy as some of the other mages.

      Petrus stepped out of his trews. He peeled off his underbreeches.

      Innis looked away. Shapeshifters were used to each other’s nudity, but it was bad manners to stare.

      “Copy Petrus,” Dareus said. “But give Justen darker body hair.”

      Innis nodded. She brought her gaze back to Petrus. He was heavily muscled, his skin tanned golden and lightly dusted with white-blond hair. She studied his body—the strong throat, the broad ribcage, the dangling genitals.

      Innis flushed slightly. She looked down at his feet, at the shape of his toes.

      “Turn around,” Dareus said.

      Petrus did. Innis stared at the angles of his shoulder blades and line of his spine, his buttocks, his legs.

      “Ready?” Dareus asked.

      Innis nodded. “Yes.”

      Petrus turned around again. She looked at him one last time, gauging his height, then glanced down at the sketch: square face, broad brow, curling hair. “Eye color?” she asked.

      No one answered. She looked up.

      “Make them brown,” Dareus said.

      Innis nodded. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, building the image of what she wanted to be—who she wanted to be—in her mind.

      Magic rippled under her skin. She opened her eyes, uncertain. It was easier than a shift had ever been before, swifter, less close to pain. “Did it work? Have I changed?” Her voice was wrong, too deep, not her own.

      Both men were staring at her. “Hair’s too dark,” Petrus said, after a moment.

      Dareus shook his head. “Looks fine to me.” He gestured. “The blanket.”

      Innis let the blanket fall to the ground.

      Both men stared at her again. Innis looked down at herself. She had hair on her chest, a penis. She almost took a step backwards, away from the wrongness of her body. She held herself still with willpower.

      Dareus circled her slowly, frowning as he scrutinized her. He was shorter than her now. It was disorienting to be looking down at him, not up. Innis blinked, fighting a surge of dizziness.

      Dareus turned to Petrus. “You try.”

      Petrus closed his eyes. His features blurred and rearranged themselves—nose, mouth, chin. His hair darkened, lengthening slightly.

      Innis had watched mages shift before, but this time nausea twisted in her belly. She averted her gaze. When she looked back, Justen stood before her. A shimmer of magic lightly coated his skin and hair.

      She stared at him. Was that what she looked like?

      Dareus walked around them both. “Perfect. You’re identical.”

      Petrus touched his face, molding his jaw and cheekbones with his fingers. “That was easier than any shift I’ve ever done.”

      Dareus nodded. “Good.”

      Petrus lowered his hand. “Let me do it. Innis doesn’t have to⁠—”

      “Innis is our strongest shifter.”

      “But—”

      “The decision has been made.” The note of authority, of finality, in Dareus’s voice was unmistakable. “Innis will be the prince’s armsman for the bulk of the time.”

      Innis bit her lip. She looked down at the ground and rubbed her big toe in the dirt. A toe that was too large, with a nail that wasn’t her own.

      She glanced up. Petrus was watching her. “Don’t do that,” he said, gesturing to her mouth. “Justen wouldn’t do that.”

      Innis stopped biting her lip. She raised her chin.

      “Better,” Petrus said. He sighed and turned to Dareus. “What now?”

      “Stay in that shape and head down to the town. We need clothes and weapons for Justen, and a Grœten amulet. And a horse.”

      Petrus nodded. He reached for his discarded clothes and began to dress.

      “And me?” Innis asked.

      “You need to learn to be comfortable in that body. We’ll start with the dawn exercises.”

      Innis nodded. She inhaled, centering her energy, and began to move through the first sequence. She’d done these exercises every morning for years—the movements were so familiar she could do them in her sleep—but this time the proportions of her body were different. She almost overbalanced as she stepped into a low lunge. She steadied herself with one hand—a broad hand with thick, strong fingers—and watched Dareus give Justen—Petrus—several gold coins.

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Petrus said.

      “Be careful.” Her voice was a baritone.

      “I will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun had slid past noon by the time Petrus returned, leading the horse he’d bought, a sturdy dun mare. Innis was part way through the third warrior sequence. He watched as she advanced, blocked, kicked high. She stopped when she saw him. Her face was Justen’s but the hand raised in greeting, the shy smile, were Innis’s.

      “How’s it going?” Petrus asked, sliding from the saddle.

      Innis glanced at Dareus.

      “Very well,” Dareus said.

      A comment rose to his tongue. Petrus bit it back, and then made himself say it: “Justen wouldn’t do that.”

      Her broad brow wrinkled. “What?”

      “Let someone else answer for him.”

      “Oh.” She flushed at the criticism.

      Petrus turned and unstrapped a bundle from the dun mare’s saddle. “Justen’s clothes. And I’ve got a dagger and a sword. Both Grœten.”

      “Did you find an amulet?” Innis asked, taking the bundle.

      “An amulet . . . and a keepsake from your sweetheart.”

      Her thick eyebrows rose. “Sweetheart?”

      Petrus shrugged. “Sweetheart. Wife. Whatever you decide.”

      Innis crouched, opening the bundle, spreading the clothes on the cloak they were wrapped in: underbreeches, shirts, trews, a pair of boots. “Grœten,” she said, fingering the black and white embroidery along the hem of the cloak.

      “The boots are, too. See here?” Like the cloak, the boots were well-worn, the embroidery faded but still recognizably Grœten.

      “Well done,” Dareus said. “And the weapons?”

      Petrus unstrapped them. “Dagger,” he said, handing it to Innis. “And a sword.” The hilts of both sword and dagger were decorated with geometric Grœten designs.

      Innis hefted the sword in her hand.

      “It’s heavier than you’re used to,” Petrus said. “The same weight as mine.”

      She nodded.  “Where did you get all these?”

      “Trader,” he said. “A Grœten ship was in port last month. Some of the sailors bartered their
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