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A Traitor’s Heart

 

With a final grunt, Aedan rolled off Fritha, leaving a sticky sheen of his sweat behind on her skin. He lay next to her on the bedroll, panting hard. “Ah,” he said, less a word and more an exhalation on a sigh of deep satisfaction. “It gets better every time, doesn’t it?”

Fritha made a noncommittal noise. To be honest, she would have preferred to sleep in, rather than wake up at the crack of dawn with him climbing on top of her and clawing at her breasts. Not to mention, the guards outside had probably heard every moan, and all the filthy words he liked to murmur in her ear. Not for her benefit, either—she didn’t get anything out of the things he said, but he must have, because he kept doing it. Maybe he just liked the sound of his own voice.

“I should go out and give the troops some inspiring words,” he said, proving her point. He had no reaction to her lack of an answer—no doubt he took her silence as a yes. He always did.

“Let them get a little more sleep,” said Fritha, since she could hardly complain about him not letting her have the same. He tended to take that kind of thing amiss, as if any other woman would have been weeping with gratitude at waking up to his sweaty weight on top of her.

He made a dismissive noise as he sat up. “It’s past sunup,” he said. “There’s no place for lazy soldiers in my army.” He stood and pulled up his breaches. “In any case, more recruits arrived last night! They’re probably eager to hear from me personally.”

He puffed out his chest. The scraggly hair there clung to his sweat-dampened skin. It was not, she thought, a flattering sight. She hoped he put on a shirt before he went out there.

“Please tell me one of them is someone with a grip on strategy,” she murmured into the bedroll.

He stopped in the middle of pulling on his shirt and frowned at her. “What was that?”

With her face turned away so he couldn’t see her, she rolled her eyes. “Nothing.”

“No, I heard that.” He bent and turned her head to face him. “Tell me what you mean.” His frown hovered somewhere between worry and anger.

Well, she was in for it now. Just what she needed—another argument, and before breakfast. As if the rude awakening hadn’t been bad enough.

“It’s just that you think you’re going to waltz in there and win against the Usurper because of… what? The strength of your ideals? You may have raised an army, but charisma doesn’t bring down city walls.”

“You have no need to worry for my safety,” he said. “I have the prophecy on my side.” He narrowed his eyes at her, as if to say she had better be worried for his safety, and not having doubts as to his strategic prowess.

Most mornings, she would have let it go with another private eyeroll and some empty words. But most mornings, he let her get enough sleep.

“So some wizard farted out a prophecy,” she said. “Do you know how many prophecies don’t come true? I heard that wizard talking about it to his clumsy apprentice when he came to the village looking for you.”

Aedan scowled. It looked like he had figured out she wasn’t worried for his safety. “I didn’t hear him say anything like that.”

“Because I was paying attention,” said Fritha, “while you were admiring the face of the great prophesied hero in the mirror.”

His scowl darkened. His hand tightened around her chin. “I didn’t have to bring you along,” he reminded her. “I could have left you behind in the village to get fat popping out babies. Instead, I gave you the chance to see the world. Because you were the most beautiful girl in our village, and I saw it, even if none of the others did. Imagine if you had ended up with one of them.”

Yes, he had given her the chance to see the world, all right. And mostly, what she had seen was that it wasn’t a place for grand prophesied heroes who were afraid to get their hands dirty or their egos trampled. But just try telling him that.

“So tell me,” she said, “what’s your strategy for storming the capital?”

He smirked. “Easy. Show up at the gates with my army, and give the Usurper the chance to surrender.”

Fritha restrained herself from rolling her eyes this time, but it was a near thing. “And if they don’t?”

“They would be stupid not to. No doubt they’ve heard the prophecy by now.”

“But say they are stupid. Or maybe they just don’t believe every prophecy comes true. What will you do then?”

He looked at her like he thought she was the stupid one. “We’ll fight, of course.”

“Oh, really. Will you fight?”

“Of course I will. I’ll lead my men into battle, like any great commander.” He squinted into her eyes. “Did you think I was too much of a coward for that?”

“Of course not,” said Fritha. “I’m just thinking of how every time you’ve seen blood since we left the village, you’ve gone swimmy in the head and had to sit down. And when we were ambushed by those bandits, you let your men do your fighting for you. You did give them a rousing talk about the grand nobility of battle afterward—while letting them clean up all the bodies so you wouldn’t lose your supper.”

“Those were bandits. This is the prophesied battle. I was born for this.” He puffed out his chest still further, until she feared he might throw out his back. “But it doesn’t matter, because there won’t be any fighting.”

“Most people don’t travel the length of the kingdom gathering an army because they don’t expect to fight.”

“She’ll surrender,” he assured her. “The Usurper is a coward. She slit her own brother’s throat in his sleep the night before his coronation. She doesn’t have the stomach for open confrontation. Believe me—she’ll surrender.”

She pictured him marching up to the city gates in his shiny, unbloodied armor. In her mind, she heard him proclaiming himself to be the hero who was prophesied to defeat the Usurper, and calling for her surrender. Then she pictured an arrow flying down from the parapets and catching him in the neck, and putting a swift and ignominious end to the battle.

It was a more likely possibility than the Usurper laying down arms for him, that was for certain.

Back before they left the village, that thought would have left her heartbroken. Back when he was just the boy she had stolen a few kisses with behind the barn.

And now?

Now all she could think was that if he hadn’t learned what the world was really like by now, it would be no more than he deserved. They had spent the better part of a year on this journey, and she still had to do all his strategizing for him. She picked the best roads to take to avoid danger. She figured out which noble families to approach for recruitment, and how to sweet-talk them into lending them the largest possible number of men. What more did he expect her to do for him—throw herself in front of that arrow when it came?

No, he didn’t know enough to expect that, because he was enough of a fool to think he had accomplished all of this on his own. She was just the pretty girl from the village who fed his ego and warmed his bed.

“Let me figure out a better strategy,” she urged, not for the first time. “Delay your plans for a week, or a month. Give me time to plant spies inside the city. Let me figure out which of the guards can be most easily bribed.”

He scoffed. “Spies? Bribed? Those are the tactics of an underhanded coward like the Usurper. I am the hero of prophecy. I have no need for tricks.” Abruptly, his righteous anger disappeared as a teasing grin spread across his face. “But if you want to do something to help me…” His hand cupped her breast, then slid lower. She pulled away.

“You said you wanted to help,” he reminded her. “Before I go out there and inspire the troops, I could use a little more inspiration myself.”

“I wouldn’t want to sap your energy before you have a chance to deliver your inspiring speech,” she said, and managed to do it without a roll of her eyes. She stood and pulled on her tunic and traveling pants. “I’m going out to stretch my legs before breakfast. I need some fresh air.” And she did—their tent stank of his sweat, and so did she.

She emerged into the blessedly crisp morning air. She stopped for a second outside the tent, startled—as she was every time—by the sheer size of the army he had accumulated. As much as she didn’t think highly of his strategic skills, she had to admit he had charisma. That smile of his, and his words of grand prophecies, had been enough to bring in hundreds of recruits. He might be an idiot, but he was a popular idiot.

Although some of those soldiers—a lot of them, most likely—were probably following him just because the thought of a woman on the throne turned their manly stomachs. She knew who they were—they were the same ones who leered at her and made crude comments about her and Aedan whenever they saw her. As she walked the perimeter of the camp, she saw some of them now, following her with hard gazes and making lewd gestures.

They seemed to be good fighters, most of them. She watched them sparring sometimes, doing her best to get a sense of the strength of Aedan’s army. It was hard for her to gauge the subtleties of their abilities—growing up in a small village as she had, she didn’t know much about battle. She had a mind for
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