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If there’s a better way to wait for Farron Banks to be murdered, I haven’t found it. All I know is that this feels wrong.

There’s a shake to my hands as I adjust the heavy old-world textbook on my thighs. The candle flickers, giving me barely enough light to see the words. Cardiac arrest happens when the heart can no longer produce a sufficient pulse and blood circulation. The cause may be from an electrical event, as when the heart rate is too fast …

The text blurs. If I weren’t on the verge of crying, I’d laugh. Of course, the page I flipped to in an attempt to distract myself from death … would be about death.

Although, to be fair, it’s about natural death. Not the kind that involves an arrow to the heart. Or a hatchet. Or a blade.

The kind of death one of our clan leaders is about to carry out. There’ll be nothing natural about the way Farron – leader of our enemy, the Kingsland – dies.

Bleeding skies. I sigh and slam the deteriorating book closed. The old springs of the blanket-covered couch cry out as I heave my most prized possession on to the cushion beside me. ‘I need a new distraction,’ I mutter.

No, what I need is to call this off.

Not only Father’s contest to assassinate Farron but making marriage to me the winner’s lucky prize.

Only, I can’t say that without being disloyal. Ungrateful. Punished.

Mum pauses her task of tying feversley leaves to the clothes lines strung above the crackling woodstove. The log ceiling is covered with strands of them, since she gives supplies to all the women healers in the five clans. ‘Calm yourself, Isadora.’ Her words are quiet but no less a command.

I nod and inhale slowly, but the hint of smoke mixed with the earthy scent of the herbs makes me feel like I can’t catch my breath.

Mum’s thin lips tighten. ‘Come. Keep your hands busy and help me stack this yarkow. You shouldn’t be reading that anyway. You know those books are dangerous and –’

I jump to my feet. Fresh air – that’s what I need. Room to move. Not another lecture on how the old-world ways led to the mass bombing of the Republic, our home. ‘It’s just a reference book,’ I mumble on my way to the door. ‘No different from the ones we keep to help us fix a well or teach us the name of a plant.’

But that’s a lie. This textbook is so much more than the basics. It’s a window into a time that stopped existing thirty-seven years ago. And although I’d argue that we need to study the old world to save lives, these books also hint at a different way of thinking, something that could be considered a slippery slope into the perversions and corruption that led to our continent’s demise. Or at least that was the reason given when a good portion of our books were burned.

Father storms into the room, his boots scuffing the wooden planks.

My breath catches as his hard gaze lands on the textbook. I remain still, knowing it was a foolish risk to take it out from under my bed.

Mercifully he doesn’t break stride. ‘Scouts are back.’

They’re back.

He disappears out the front door, inviting in a gust of wind that rattles the herbs and makes the candles flicker within their glass globes.

Mum smooths down the hairs that have come loose from her long braid, then gives me a steady look. ‘It’s going to be okay. The Saraf will ensure it.’

My father, the Saraf, may be the ultimate authority over the five clans as their founder and leader, but that’s not a promise either of my parents can make. Not if this contest succeeds. My eyes shut, and when I open them again, they’re filled with angry tears. ‘Are you really at peace with your eighteen-year-old daughter marrying a thirty-four-year-old executioner?’ Unwanted, my mind conjures a picture of Gerald, leader of the Maska clan, and revulsion wrenches my stomach. I could marry any of the other clan leaders competing to be the next Saraf. But not the head of our guards. Gerald reeks of death. I see it in the small bone dangling around his neck. I hear it in the prisoners’ screams that leak from the walls when he tortures them, retaliating against the Kingsland for all they’ve done to us. He’s our best fighter but absolutely cruel, which means his chances of winning are – 

She swallows. ‘It might be Liam.’

Yes, it might be my friend, the young clan leader of Cohdor. He’s never stopped me from rambling on about the things I find in the textbooks he secretly brings to me. By the span of entire countries, he’s the best choice out of the five clan leaders competing for my hand. But although he’s strong and capable, Liam comes from a clan of woodworkers, not warriors. ‘He’s not ruthless enough for this,’ I say quietly.

No other clan leader is. I huff as I think of the rest of the competitors, all of them widowers with kids. The clan leader of our crop farmers is the most capable man among us, but only in regard to farming. The leader of our ranchers is physically strong and an expert in animals but knows nothing when it comes to fighting and killing our enemy. The same goes for the fifth and final contender, who will be Father’s proxy, representing Hanook, my clan – an insufferable man whose expertise is unknown to me. I only wish he’d put the same effort into bathing as he does talking.

The truth that Gerald is likely to be my future tangles round my heart like a vine of thorns. But instead of speaking more comfort, Mum curtly gestures for me to follow her outside and take our place beside Father on the porch.

Beyond the stairs, Denver dismounts his horse. As a scout and one of the many clansmen missing an arm due to an infection, his weapons are merely a couple of knives strapped to his thigh.

‘Blazing bull nuts, we’ve got a winner.’ He sports a toothy grin as he climbs the steps leading to our log home. ‘Somebody crank that siren. It’s done.’

Father smiles. He looks breathless. Euphoric. To him, we’ve finally cut off the head of the beast that has haunted us for decades.

But I don’t think it’s that simple. We haven’t stopped them. We’ve only kicked the hornets’ nest.

What’s coming now is war. Real war. Their raids in the middle of the night and their attacks to scare us from our small portion of untainted land will feel like nothing compared to what’s coming. Now they’ll burn our homes down with us still inside. They’ll take all our animals and supplies. We will need every able-bodied clansman to stand united against their numbers.

Which is where I come in, by bringing unity back to the clans. I grip the handrail tight as devastation sweeps over me that Father’s barbaric contest didn’t fail. I’m getting married. But to who?

The faint sound of hoofbeats draws our attention to the trees. I move along the wraparound porch, straining to see past the torches that mark the edge of our yard.

My brother, Percy, appears first, riding up on his black mare. He jerks her abruptly to a stop. His overgrown blond hair is blown back and tangled by the wind.

‘Who’s our winner?’ Father demands, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

Percy jumps off his horse and tosses the reins to one of the many neighbouring children gathering. ‘How about are you injured? Did everyone make it back okay?’ He shakes his head as he stomps away.

‘Percy!’ Father shouts. ‘Get back here.’

I force myself not to react as Father flies down the steps, chasing after him, his towering height eclipsing my brother from view. ‘Answer me,’ he growls.

Percy whirls on him. ‘You want an answer? Here’s your answer. You should have chosen me, a proper contender, to compete as your proxy for the Hanook clan. Instead, you chose Harris whose horse can handle a weapon better than he does.’

‘The winner marries your sister. That disqualifies you.’

‘And you disqualified our clan from remaining in power with the Saraf as its leader. But I guess it didn’t serve you. Who cares what happens to the clans after you die, right?’

Blazing fates. Does that mean Gerald won? A strangled sound escapes my throat, and I have the sudden urge to run.

Mum’s bony shoulder presses hard into mine. ‘Remember your duty,’ she whispers. ‘This marriage is the promise.’

Promise. Or rather, contract. I’m the guarantee that the winner of the contest will be the next Saraf after Father dies.

My eyes close. Which is worse? An unwanted marriage? Or the clans breaking apart over succession while the Kingsland swoops in and slaughters us all?

The answer is easy. It’s why my feet haven’t moved from these planks of wood. We need to unite as one community with five strengths. There is no other way for the clans to survive what’s coming. Still, my chest burns with dread, so I picture the lives this marriage will protect: my best friend, Freia; our neighbours and their young children; my parents; my brother. Is this not the very reason I became a healer? To help – to save – people?

Father speaks into Percy’s ear, then shoves him in the direction of his log house, a couple of hundred feet from ours.

More hoofbeats rise from the forest. Another figure on a horse trots out of the darkness. There’s something – someone – strapped to the horse’s back behind the rider. Numbness descends over me until the light of the torches finally brushes the rider’s face.

Liam.

A sob of relief knots in my throat.

He scans the people gathered and pauses briefly on Father before locking eyes with me. I grip the wooden railing harder. How is this possible?

‘Crank the siren,’ Father says to Denver, then he raises his voice to the dozen or so neighbours who have gathered, awaiting news. ‘Our tormentors have been defeated. The contest has a champion.’

Liam comes to a stop in the middle of the yard as another armless scout brings up the rear. ‘My horse is injured. Took an arrow,’ Liam calls to Father. ‘I need to attend to him in the barn first.’

‘Drop Farron’s body,’ Father says.

Liam shakes his head in unusual defiance. ‘No. He’s dead. My horse isn’t. We’ll deal with the body after.’ With a soft bump of his heels, he urges Hemlock forward.

My stomach tumbles as Father’s face tenses. But before he can command otherwise, the attack siren begins to whine, building louder and louder the faster it’s cranked, announcing that the contest is over.

Liam’s gaze meets mine again, and something flashes in his eyes before he disappears round the corner. It looks like panic. Maybe a plea. His horse must be seriously injured.

‘I’ll go and help him,’ I mutter, though horses are far from my expertise. I turn back to grab my travel bag of bandages and herbs hanging by the door, then rush down the stairs. The trails leading to each house are filling with people eager for news after hearing the siren. Tears sting my eyes as I slide past my neighbours. I can’t believe this is happening. I don’t have to marry Gerald.

By the time I reach the barn, Liam has Hemlock inside and stands waiting for me by the double doors. He’s lit two torches, giving us a bit of light. As I walk in, I’m hit with the scent of sweaty leather and the distinct sweet smell of horse.

‘Where is he injur–’

Liam slams the doors shut, cutting off my words, then wedges a beam behind the door handles, barring us inside.

‘Farron’s not dead.’

‘What?’ I spin to look at the body – the man – strapped belly-down on the horse.

Liam hurries over and works the rope holding Farron in place. Red-black blood slicks down Hemlock’s rump.

He shoves a hand through his black hair. ‘I-I couldn’t do it. Your brother knocked Farron off his horse and handed me the knife, but I froze. So Percy stabbed him, then left me with the body. But Farron’s still alive. Or at least he was the last time I checked.’

Stars. If he’s still alive, then Liam isn’t my – 

My gaze returns to the blood. The man. Did Liam bring me here to help him finish what Percy started? 

Waiting for Farron to be murdered is one thing, but killing … I could never.

The body before me looks no different from the scores of clansmen I’ve mended before, and my thoughts scream to help him. Letting people die isn’t what I’ve spent my whole life studying how to do.

What if I can save him and prevent an all-out war with the Kingsland?

‘Untie him.’ I throw down my medical bag and push up my sleeves. ‘Help me get him off the horse.’

Watch your tone. Mum’s reprimand from countless times in my childhood snaps like a rubber band against my mind. A reminder that Liam isn’t Freia or my sibling. Liam is a man.

His jaw flexes but he nods.

We slide Farron into Liam’s arms, then lower him on to the hay and dirt-covered ground. A soft moan leaks from the man’s lips.

‘I shouldn’t let you do this,’ Liam says, rubbing a palm over his square jaw. His dark hair curls boyishly over his forehead, making him look younger than his twenty years. I reach for Farron’s shirt – I have to stop the bleeding – but Liam’s hand slaps over mine and holds tight. ‘Did you hear me? He’s a terrorist. He needs to die.’

I’ve never heard a more fitting word for Farron. This man has commanded his army to descend on us like wraiths in the night to steal or behead our animals. He’s trained his soldiers to be so savage that the few clan members who’ve survived their torture come back blinded and missing thumbs and forefingers, injuries that prevent them from ever holding a weapon again.

They want what we have and where we live, and they use fear to get it. But their terror doesn’t end with us. Like those under any tyrannical leader, it’s the powerless, mostly women, who are treated no better than slaves. Unquestionably the world would be a better place without Farron in it. Yet I can’t kill him any more than Liam can. 

‘Liam,’ I say, holding his distressed gaze. ‘Open his shirt.’

His nostrils flare and he mutters a curse. Then he lifts his hand from mine and the sound of fabric tearing fills the air.

For half a heartbeat, I scrutinise the face of our enemy. Farron’s not what I expected – not by a mile. With his pleasant, even handsome features and hair peppered with grey, he looks normal. Human.

It’s unsettling.

Air wheezes from his mouth, snapping me out of my stupour. I drop my ear to his chest to listen.

‘There’s so much blood,’ Liam says.

It’s true. A two-inch stab wound gapes just above his heart. Bubbles emerge from the pool of blood – his lung is punctured.

‘My bag.’ I gesture to where I dropped it.

The barn doors rattle, then a fist pounds.

‘Why are these doors locked?’ Father’s muffled voice demands.

With wide eyes, I look to Liam.

‘Ignore him,’ he hisses.

That’s a terrible idea, but okay. Unfortunately Farron takes that moment to cough. Blood flows from his mouth as his upper body convulses, causing a surge to gush from the wound. My hand reaches to stop the bleeding, but as I do, Farron’s eyes open. I freeze as his unfocused gaze fills with confusion. He blinks at the rafters, the log walls, then at me.

‘Be calm,’ I whisper. ‘We’re not going to hurt you.’

‘Liam! Isadora!’ Father yells. ‘Open this door before I break it down.’

Raging heat floods my cheeks.

Farron’s eyes flick to the noise, then close again. His breaths become quick. Blue tinges his lips. I bet his lung has collapsed, among other things … all of which are beyond my ability to help.

‘Come here and take my place,’ I whisper to Liam.

He obeys, and I guide his hand to where mine was over the wound. With my blood-covered fingers free, I dump out the contents of my small medical bag. Rolls of cloth bandages hit my leg. Stars. He needs a vein infusion. Blood. A life-extenuating machine. A team of doctors and nurses to operate on him and drain the blood from his chest. All things I’ve only read about. Dreamt about. But there’s nothing I can do, except – 

My eyes catch on the small white bag of poppy extract. We’re nearly out. It’s been a long time since the traders have found any more to sell. ‘Keep the pressure on,’ I say to Liam as I open Farron’s mouth and sprinkle just enough powder under his tongue to alleviate the pain. It takes a moment, but his breathing changes, slows, and his face relaxes, but not the tension in his eyes. He looks so vulnerable that I grab his hand. No one deserves to die alone.

Not even the leader of the Kingsland.

Then, after a couple of half-breaths, his chest ceases to move.

Liam sits back on his heels, his hands falling from Farron’s body. He watches me, but I can’t move. Farron’s blood runs between our clasped hands. The only thing I have in common with this man is that despite the size of the Federated States of the Republic, we’ve been forced to share the same small unpolluted section of land. And yet something about this moment feels binding between us. It’s as if his death is a mark on my soul.

Father’s fist pounds against the wood once more. He yells for someone to grab an axe.

Liam bites his lip. Sucks in a breath. Then rises to remove the beam holding the barn doors shut. He waits for my approval.

I nod, even though I’m not ready. Now that Farron’s dead, the men have to prepare for the inevitable – the coming war.
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‘What’s going on in here?’ Father barks, shoving through the doors of the barn.

I step back into the shadows outside the halo of torchlight, my bloody hands clasped behind me, out of view.

‘We were getting the body off my horse,’ Liam says gruffly. Which doesn’t explain why we barred the door.

Thankfully Father doesn’t push for more information as he crouches near Farron’s waxen face. He examines him with a sneer.

A terrifying thought hits me. What if he touches him? Farron’s still-warm skin would be proof that he wasn’t dead when Liam arrived. It would beg more questions – which could lead to the discovery of the worst secret of all.

I tried to save Farron.

Little burrs of anxiety barb and hook under my skin. In the heat of the moment I couldn’t see past saving a life or preventing a war. But I realise now how our actions will be perceived: treason – a crime punishable by death. A very painful death.

My gaze slides back to Farron. Not only is his shirt ripped open but rolls of bandages lie on the ground beside his chest. Not far away is the small bag of poppy extract. Sweat breaks out above my upper lip.

Father seems to stare for an eternity, something I can’t read written on his face. ‘Excellent,’ he whispers.

‘This him?’ Gerald asks, kicking up pieces of hay as he strides into the barn. With a bow and quiver of arrows, and multiple knives strapped to his thick chest, the leader of the Maska clan looks every bit our fiercest fighter. But despite his capabilities, a stench of neglect follows him, wafting into the small space. A common symptom of the clansmen forced to raise themselves as children. He scowls at the lifeless man he had hoped to murder tonight. ‘He doesn’t look dead to me.’ Drawing his blade, he stabs Farron precisely through the heart.

‘Stop!’ I cry, unable to hold back.

Gerald chuckles under his breath but complies, giving me his attention. He stands, eyes sliding over me with a deep curiosity. It’s most unpleasant.

Wiping his knife on his trousers, he turns to Father. ‘You know there’s no way this wood-whittling boy-child killed Farron.’ His voice goes hard. ‘We need another –’

‘No. It’s done,’ Father says with the ghost of a smile on his lips, as if he still can’t believe Farron is dead. ‘Bring the body. I’ll meet you at the house.’

I refuse to look anywhere but at the ground as Liam and Gerald do as they’re told. But the moment their footsteps disappear, I scurry to get the bandages back into my medical bag, hiding my crimes. It leaves me breathless. A tear drips down my cheek. But more than the sadness welling up inside me, I’m angry. Overwhelmed. Every part of what happened tonight was senseless.

And now we’re all going to pay.

I plunge my bloody hands into a barrel of rainwater and wash them, forcefully scrubbing the skin with my nails. It doesn’t make me feel better. Nothing will make this better. My legs ache to run. To weave through the forest until I’m past Hanook’s border. Past the enemy and the violent vagabonds waiting to rob me or stab me through the heart for fun. Past the bomb-tainted badlands. To somewhere, anywhere – 

I pause, suddenly knowing where to go.

Carefully I select four knives from the weapons chest in the corner of the barn, then slip into the darkness and run, following the dirt trails to the edge of the forest. To distract myself. Alone.

After throwing my first blade, I sense something, a presence.

Slowly, I reach for another knife and pause with my ear tilted towards the evergreens just outside the ravine I’m standing in. The tops of the trees sway gently in the spring breeze, nothing but black smudges against the dark star-speckled sky. New leaves and wild grass rustle around me as my lungs burn from holding my breath.

My hearing picks up nothing out of the ordinary. But if the Kingsland retaliates and breaks through our line of soldiers, what would an assault sound like? Would they come quietly like a creeping fog, methodically slitting the throats of every person they encounter? Or would they arrive in rage, a crashing wave of death for stabbing and taking their leader?

My eyes close as Farron’s face, twisted in the pain of asphyxiation, flashes in my mind. They’ll know he’s dead soon enough.

I tighten my grip on the knife until my knuckles ache, relishing the strength that comes from brandishing a weapon – even if I can only do this in secret. The need to control something – anything – is palpable. If it can’t be my life, then an inanimate object will have to do.

Two men on horses trot by on the path above me, and I squat lower into the gully. One of them holds a torch to search the shadows, allowing me to see the braided tails of their stallions. Clan soldiers, patrolling.

Minutes pass as I wait for them to amble further away. Then I unleash my weapon into the air with all my frustration. Anger.

Helplessness.

It lands with a satisfying thunk in the tree twenty feet ahead. I grab another knife, flip it so the handle is pointed to the sky with the blade out, then throw, letting it whip through the night before I stand back up. Thud. My hand goes to my pocket for the switchblade.

‘Do you have night vision like a wolf or something?’

I jump and spin, my hand flying back, ready to throw.

In the faint light of the moon, Liam’s hands rise to show he’s unarmed. ‘It’s me.’ His voice is rich and deep and seems to reverberate too loudly through the forest. He steps down through the tall grass into the ravine. Our spot.

I lower my knife and grab my chest with my free hand. ‘Sorry. I’m on edge.’ A quiet laugh shudders out of me.

‘We all are.’

Perhaps I should ask what happened with Father and Farron, but I really don’t want to know.

Liam stops in front of me, but he’s standing closer than ever before.

Right. Everything’s changed.

A thrill as if I’ve tumbled over a bluff zips through my chest. We’re betrothed.

Liam and I met the way all the children in the clans meet – at morning academy. Freia and I remember him as the one who preferred whittling away on a stick with his knife to learning sword fighting with the rest of the boys. As teens, he and my brother grew close, so I saw Liam more, and occasionally he’d give me one of the wooden figurines he was working on. But it wasn’t until his gifts turned from carvings to textbooks he’d get secretly from traders that we became friends. Being around him was easy. We shared a lot of the same hopes and frustrations – mostly that the violence against our clans would end. Soon I was dragging him here to explain some of the restricted things my father wouldn’t tell me about, making him my source for clan news. It was his idea to show me how to throw a knife.

His features blur in the dark, but there’s no missing the lock of black hair that perpetually falls over his forehead. I’m tempted to push it back from his blue eyes. He wouldn’t stop me, that much I know. Even as friends there was always a certain energy between us, and I’ve caught him looking at me more times than I can count. Still, I don’t know how to do this – make the jump from friends to something so much more. And unfortunately being forbidden from pursuing a romantic relationship – until minutes ago – has left me severely unprepared for this moment.

I decide to start by looking at him. Studying him the way he so often does me.

The low light doesn’t allow for much discovery, but it highlights the boldest parts of Liam. The ledges of his cheekbones. His broad-shouldered frame. He towers over me with strength in every line of his body, honed from long days of logging and building houses by hand. ‘Rugged’ is the word I’ve used to describe him to Freia. ‘Ruggedly handsome’ is what she’d correct me with.

‘I’m sorry. I had to get away,’ I say.

‘Ah. That’s why you’re here wounding trees in the dark.’ Though I can’t see his eyes, I know he’s smiling.

It brings a blush to my cheeks, causing me to dip my head. I tuck a lock of long, blonde hair behind my ear. ‘Well, it’s not like I can do it in the light.’ Not without getting an earful for setting a bad example to the other women in the clans. Women are to be protected. Leave the fighting to the men.

It’s a sentiment I used to stand by. With the extra danger women face of enslavement or unspeakable cruelty if captured by the Kingsland, it made sense we were kept away from the battlefield. Besides, we had our own important work, like doing the healing, cooking and cleaning, the birthing and raising of the children. But I’ve since realised that this prevents our healers from treating the wounded on the battlefield, and it leaves us women unprepared to defend ourselves if the Kingsland breaks through our boundaries and attacks. Though this has never happened, that could easily change. Especially now.

‘You’re really very good at throwing knives. It’s scary.’

‘That’s because I had a very good teacher.’ Although when Liam taught me he never stood this close.

‘The student has surpassed the teacher. You could join the frontlines with a throw like that.’ There’s pride in his deep voice.

I almost snort as I imagine the fit Father would have. ‘Blending in might be a problem. I don’t exactly look like a soldier.’

He laughs softly. ‘I’ve noticed.’

I go still as a tingling warmth blooms in my stomach. And there it is. The change. The shift between us. I don’t know what to do with it.

He clears his throat at the awkward silence. ‘Actually, I take back what I said about the frontlines. I don’t want you anywhere near there.’

‘I don’t want to fight any more than you do. But … I could help the wounded on the battlefield. I could make a difference.’

He groans playfully, sensing the warning shot of a familiar argument.

‘Oh, come on,’ I say. ‘You know it’s senseless that our soldiers are only trained to set a bone or tie a tourniquet, while us women healers aren’t allowed to leave our territory. The injured shouldn’t have to be dragged all the way home before getting proper care.’

‘It’s that way because we’re protecting you,’ he says softly. ‘We value our women. Our families. It’s what makes us different from the Kingsland – that we’re decent human beings who don’t use fear and violence to control people. And I’m not sorry about that.’

My shoulders fall. He may not be, but I am. Sometimes. I mean, I do want safety but at what cost? For our men to die when they’re injured?

‘Maybe when I’m Saraf, it’ll be less dangerous, and I can make some changes to the rules.’

I fight a grin. ‘Oh yeah? You’d let women heal outside our territory? What if I said I’d also like to read a novel?’ One of the best things about Liam is that he doesn’t condemn my love of reading or my fascination with what the world looked like before the bombs fell.

He tips his head to the side. ‘I don’t see how one novel could hurt.’

My smile grows. ‘Just one?’

‘Is there more than one?’

I chuckle, and he laughs. But my smile wilts with the cold reality that although his optimism for the future is beautiful, it’s also decades away. By the time Father dies and Liam becomes the clan leader who will be the ultimate authority over all the clans, an entire generation of people will have been raised with the same distrust of even the most benign parts of the old world. Including the parts that could expand our knowledge of healing and save lives.

Liam shifts. ‘You okay?’

‘Yeah,’ I say a little too quickly, not wanting to bring the mood down. My gaze darts to the trees around us as they rustle with a gust of wind.

‘Are we not going to talk about it?’ he asks softly.

It. Farron’s body flashes in my mind again, and I swallow hard. I’m not sure I’m ready to talk about it. I’ve seen people die before, but this, this was different. Farron was assassinated by people I love, and no matter how I turn it over in my head, I can’t make it okay. I hate what the Kingsland is forcing us to do to survive.

‘Us getting married will be a … big change.’

I look up at him, surprised.

‘And I didn’t actually win the contest to be Saraf. I guess I just want to know …’

‘I’m happy it’s you, Liam,’ I blurt. ‘There’s no other clan leader I would have wanted.’

He exhales raggedly. Then his calloused fingers find my face.

‘Oh,’ I say, jumping a little at the touch I didn’t see coming.

He pauses, and when I don’t pull away, he draws me slowly to him for a kiss. My stomach flutters as his warm lips land a little off-centre from mine.

It’s over as quickly as it began. 

I lean back and nod. ‘Thank you for that.’

‘And thank you,’ he says, voice unsteady.

My thoughts jumble as I try to think of something else to say. Was that his first kiss too?

‘I’ll get better at it,’ he whispers.

‘No, it was fine. Perfectly fine.’

He doesn’t speak right away. ‘I can do better than fine.’

My head bows. I’m out of ways to convince him he didn’t mess up.

‘I should go,’ Liam says, his voice quiet, almost regretful. ‘Most of my clansmen have already left, but I wanted to find you first.’

As he turns to leave, I grip his arm. ‘Wait.’ If word gets out that Liam is responsible for Farron’s death, the Kingsland will target him. If captured, Liam will be tortured beyond anything even Gerald can imagine, then killed. ‘Maybe you should stay. I’m sure we have enough men protecting the border should the Kingsland retaliate. Besides, you’re not a fighter, and you hate this as much as –’

‘I’m not a coward.’

I drop his arm. ‘I know that.’ Liam may not be a born and bred fighter, but he rightfully won his spot to become leader of Cohdor. It was no easy feat to prove himself an expert in carpentry and he completed multiple physical feats to show his strength and bravery.

‘I couldn’t kill Farron because he wouldn’t fight back. He hit the ground and just lay there as if he was waiting for me to extend a hand to help him to his feet. Like, how was this their ruthless leader? I thought we’d made a mistake.’

‘Oh?’ The image he paints is disturbing. Why wouldn’t Farron defend himself?

Why? Because he’s a deplorable, gutless man who’s nothing without the barbarians he controls.

‘But it won’t happen again,’ Liam promises. ‘You don’t have to worry. I know how to throw a knife and swing an axe, and I know what I have to do, especially now that I have someone to fight for.’ He squeezes my hand, then brings it to his mouth for a kiss.

I’m frozen as his words sink in. I don’t know what bothers me more: that he thinks he can take on Farron’s army, the most ruthless enemy we’ll ever face, and come out unscathed. 

Or that, because of me, he’s now willing to do what he’s never done before – kill.
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‘Freia, next you can grind the jackoray and put it in that sack,’ Mum says, handing my best friend a clean stone bowl and pestle from our kitchen table.

Freia scratches her cheek, streaking green feversley powder across her dark brown skin. She fixes me with a tired look at getting stuck doing the arduous task of grinding again. ‘Jacko-yay!’

Mum ignores Freia’s attempt at humour, just like she has all year since Freia joined us to learn how to become a healer. ‘Isadora, we need more of –’

‘Everything. I know,’ I say, frustration edging my voice. Despite living as if we’re always on the verge of an attack, we’re not prepared. Supplies have never been more lacking, thanks to the Kingsland’s increased raids on our traders, and I don’t know what to do. Today could bring an unprecedented number of wounded and we wouldn’t be able to help them all.

Mum exhales. ‘Yes.’

I point to my stack of yarkow and whimlore. ‘I’ve prioritised the herbs for bleeding and pain relief. But we’re short on poppy extract unless the traders make a surprise visit. We’re probably good for widowspore and venite for infection, but as for bandages –’ I hold up a large roll of the handwoven material we make and use to wrap wounds – ‘we have thirty-eight.’ That’s less than one bandage per soldier out on the perimeter right now. ‘If we want more, all we can do is cut up clothes. Boiled horsehair for stitches is running low too.’

There’s a knock on our front door and all three of us flinch. 

I let out a nervous laugh. ‘As if the Kingsland would knock.’

Mum hastily wipes her hands on the bottom of her button-down shirt. ‘Don’t underestimate their sorcery. If they can communicate without words and inflict pain without a weapon, who knows what else they can do?’

I resist a deep sigh. The Kingsland doesn’t have magic. Nobody does. I know she was only a small child when the world still had electricity and hospitals and doctors, but if she’d let me read to her about what she’s forgotten, she’d know how ridiculous these superstitions sound.

‘Elise,’ she says, surprised as she opens the door.

I lean back from my position in the kitchen but can’t see the young mother who lives a few houses over.

Elise clears her throat before speaking. ‘I know this is privileged information, but –’ her voice breaks – ‘I was hoping you might have news about our husbands guarding the line.’

Mum throws me a stern look, a reminder to keep working, then slips outside. Thankfully the window is open.

Freia and I tiptoe to the wall closest to it so we can listen. No way are we passing up a chance to get information.

‘I haven’t been told much,’ Mum says softly. ‘But the Saraf did say that if the Kingsland were to retaliate, it’d be likely to happen in the first twenty-four hours.’

Freia’s eyebrows shoot up, and I nod, equally concerned. Father doesn’t often talk to us directly about the Kingsland. Not that I haven’t heard things, or siphoned information from Liam, but he’s been firm in protecting us from the burden of politics and the defence of our territory. I glance at the old wind-up clock above the washbasin. It’s noon; we still have another eight hours before we reach the milestone of twenty-four hours.

Or, it’s already too late. For all we know, Liam, Father and some of our best soldiers could be fighting for their lives this very second, doing everything possible to keep the clans from being destroyed. I press my forehead to the wall. Please don’t let it be that.

‘Right. Okay,’ Elise says. ‘I was also wondering if you would look at little Polly. I found some fenuweed and mixed it with oil, then rubbed it on her feet, but her fever won’t quit, and, well, you’re the expert with plants –’

‘Yes, of course,’ Mum says. The door opens and Mum strides back into the house, catching Freia and me hovering near the window.

‘Whew!’ Freia fans herself. ‘It sure is hot in here; good thing this window is open.’

With a disappointed frown in our direction – mostly my direction – Mum shoulders her travel bag of healing supplies from the hook by the door. ‘I’ll be back soon. Keep working.’

I push away from the wall as she leaves and fling open the old cabinet in the corner. Maybe a tablecloth could be cut up for bandages or a tourniquet – if I could find one.

Freia returns to grinding the jackoray bark. One of her long thin braids falls into her eyes, and she swipes it away. ‘How long do you think we should wait before we can breathe a sigh of relief that the Kingsland isn’t coming?’

I eye her with a funny look. ‘I’m not sure we ever can.’

‘Not even with Farron …?’ She doesn’t finish.

The cupboard doors slam as I close them. ‘No,’ I say. ‘You’ve heard the same stories I have. Think of their worst attack on us, the first slaughter. And all the graves we’ve visited. Or the dozens of stories we’ve heard from survivors of their attacks. I don’t know about you, but I can’t forget their faces.’ Sometimes morning academy felt like nothing more than a parade of mutilated men sharing their testimonies of barely surviving, all of them missing fingers and eyes. ‘There’s a reason they spent so much time making sure we took the threat seriously. It’s because the Kingsland is rotten to the core, and with or without Farron the threat is real.’

I used to roll my eyes at having to memorise the patterns of attack sirens or being forced to listen to yet another cautionary children’s parable. I didn’t want to practise how and where to hide during a potential attack, while the boys learned the basics of how to fight. I wanted to read and write and study the history of the old world. I wanted to spend my mornings focusing on being a healer.

But now I see that very little of the education I wanted is relevant. We need to be vigilant and report on anything suspicious, even among us, and we need everyone to stay within our boundary and follow the rules. To do that, we need a healthy dose of fear. It’s the only way we’ll survive.

‘I know, you’re probably right. It’s just …’ Freia scratches where her hair was a second ago, just above her eyelid. ‘I really hoped –’ 

‘Wait!’ I blurt, then rush towards her. ‘Did you touch your eye with jackoray on your fingers?’

‘Is that why it’s burning?’ She blinks, then rushes to the bathroom mirror.

I follow her, but the stagnant bowl of hand-washing water won’t do. I race back to grab a cooled bottle of boiled water for cleaning wounds. ‘Put your head in the sink and turn it to the side.’

She does and after some coaxing, I properly flush Freia’s eye. She stands with a sigh, her face and some of her braids now dripping. I hand her an old, brittle towel, then reach to empty the bucket under the cracked sink.

Freia plops down on the toilet seat – thankfully the bucket under that is empty. ‘That was quick thinking. Your medical books tell you to do that?’

‘Yes.’ Taking another towel, I mop up the puddles on the wooden planks.

She hums. ‘I’m not sure I’m a fan of jackoray. We’re off to a pretty bad start. Is that what they used in the old world?’

I shrug. ‘I mean, it grew in their forests, just as it does ours, but they found far better ingredients to make the casts to hold broken bones than jackoray. The ones they talk about in my textbooks were so strong they had to be cut off at six weeks.’ Normally I love when we’re alone like this and can talk freely about the way the world used to be, but I can’t help glancing at the kitchen. ‘We should get back to work if you’re okay.’

She straightens her green quilted vest in the mirror, then snorts. ‘Good grief, I look like a drowned –’ Her eyes suddenly go wide. ‘Do you hear that?’ she whispers. ‘Hooves.’

I strain to hear over the quickening of my heart, and it doesn’t take long to catch the hoofbeats of a single horse. ‘They’re coming in hard.’ On any other day the sound of soldiers arriving isn’t concerning. But today isn’t a normal day.

We run, my hand going for the knife in my pocket as Freia rushes to grab the bow mounted by the door. She fumbles with it, nocking an arrow so poorly it’s more likely to hit her foot than any enemy soldier. When she sees the knife in my hand, she nods approvingly. ‘At least we’ve got you.’

I remain silent as I open the door a crack.

She looks through, and then straightens and lowers her weapon. ‘Freddy?’

I exhale as Freia’s sixteen-year-old brother rides up. He jumps off his horse too early, stumbles, then runs towards the house – until he spots us and stops. ‘What the burning bull nuts are you doing with that?’ he shouts at Freia. A few pieces of grass stick out of his thick chin-length braids.

‘I thought you were the Kingsland, you malevolent bucket of hair,’ she shouts back. ‘I was going to put an arrow in your guts.’

His lips tighten, but then Freddy’s urgent eyes find mine. I’m terrified to hear what he has to say. ‘There’s at least a half-dozen wounded. They sent me back for more bandages.’

‘Who’s injured?’ Freia asks. ‘Franklin? Felix?’

‘Liam?’ I add.

At Freia’s mention of their brothers, Freddy’s face grows mournful. ‘We got separated. I don’t know the names of anyone hurt.’

My heart thuds painfully. ‘Has the Kingsland launched their whole army?’ I’ve heard the number of their fighting men alone could be as high as four hundred, nearly double the entire population of the clans.

He shakes his head. ‘From what I’ve seen they seem to be hunting for Farron’s body in small parties.’

Hunting.

‘Do you need more men?’ Bandages are pointless if we’re severely outnumbered.

‘Your father sent a runner back to Maska.’

For more of Gerald’s men, our best trained fighters. ‘Good. Let me gather what you need.’ I run back into the house and stuff almost all our bandages and a wide variety of dried herbs and bottles of boiled-water solution into a bag. Medicinal herbs could mean the difference between life or death for the wounded. And we need any advantage we can get.

‘This,’ I say, opening the bag at Freddy’s feet, ‘is whimlore. It’s a mild pain reliever. You can swallow a pinch, but don’t take more than that or it might cause nausea or diarrhoea. Too much and …’ I hesitate as it hits me how dangerous these herbs are in the hands of an untrained person. ‘Their throat might swell shut. And this –’ I point to a leaf that looks very much like whimlore except for its size – ‘is yarkow. It goes on the wound to stop the bleeding. Don’t eat this.’ I take in Freddy’s overwhelmed face. Bleeding skies, he’s not going to remember. I point at the whimlore. ‘Eat a pinch for pain.’ Then point to the second one. ‘Don’t eat. This goes on the wound for bleeding.’ I pull out the next sack and open it. ‘This is –’

He scrubs a hand down his sweat-damp face. ‘I’m – Are you sure you can’t just come?’

I slowly stand. Maybe I should.

‘No,’ Freia says to me, then whirls on her younger brother. ‘Don’t say that. Not to her. If she goes, her father will have both your hides.’

‘Not if I could stay back far enough; he wouldn’t even have to know.’

I blink as Freia’s finger suddenly appears in front of my face. ‘Stop that,’ Freia says. ‘You can’t go. It’s not just your skin at stake, okay? It’s everyone’s. If you’re murdered, there’s no wedding. If there’s no wedding, Liam isn’t Saraf. You’re the promise your father will keep his word. And if Liam isn’t Saraf, then the five clans go back to behaving like ravenous wolves about who gets to be the next leader. Then we all die because if our infighting doesn’t kill us first, the Kingsland surely will.’

I take a deep breath. She makes a valid point. Except – ‘I don’t plan to be murdered, and there are two people in a marriage, Freia. This all falls apart just as equally if Liam dies on the frontline. Which is likely without a healer.’

She tips her head as if somewhat agreeing. ‘But it can’t be you.’

Who else, then? Freia’s only just begun her studies to be a healer, and any woman more knowledgeable in healing would never risk Father’s wrath by going to the fighting. Not that I would ask any of them, because no woman here has been trained to defend herself.

There’s only me.

‘Freia’s right,’ Freddy says as he scoops up the bag of medical supplies, his face now showing his worry. ‘You can’t come. I shouldn’t have suggested it. It’ll be fine. They sent me to get the bandages and’ – his head bobs in one firm nod – ‘the plant stuff … Hopefully someone there can figure it out.’ His deep brown eyes are slow to meet mine, but when they do, they offer me a wordless apology. ‘I’d better go.’

‘Freddy, wait,’ Freia calls, chasing after him as he heads to the barn for a new horse.

I stay back, allowing them time for a goodbye.

It could be their last.

The thought hits me like a rock to the temple, and I suddenly know that I need to make sure that’s not the case. In the living room I snag the empty backpack hanging by the door and stuff my travel medical bag inside. It contains a few bandages and a small assortment of herbs, but Freddy has the bulk of the supplies. I slip a pillowcase off one of the pillows on the couch, then rip bundles of yarkow down from the ceiling and place them in my sack. I fill the small pocket on the front of my pack with whimlore. In the kitchen there’s a day-old skin of water, half full – good enough.

‘What are you doing?’ Freia asks, as she comes back inside. ‘You’re going, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. I have to.’ If I want to follow Freddy, I can’t stay to argue. Sifting through the wooden box of weapons Father keeps on the counter, I swipe three knives. With the one in my pocket, that makes four. I’d take the bow but I’m probably worse at it than Freia is.

She follows me to the corner as I pull on my denim jacket with the cotton hood. ‘Is there anything I can say that will change your mind?’

My eyes meet hers. ‘Freia, I need to go. Freddy doesn’t even know what half those herbs are used for.’

She swallows hard. ‘What am I going to tell your mother? Oh, skies, don’t leave me alone with your mother.’

I give her a tight grin. ‘Tell her what we talked about. That if Liam dies, there is no marriage. That’s what I intend to save.’ I pull my best friend into a fierce hug and the scent of her lavender hair oil fills my nose. A sharp ache of fear stabs my chest at the thought of leaving. ‘And tell her everything Freddy said. The clans need to be ready for an attack.’

Freia frowns as I pull back, but instead of arguing she surprises me. ‘Don’t get murdered or I’m marrying Liam.’

A tense laugh bursts out of me. ‘That’s not what I was expecting, but … okay. Deal.’
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