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You were a child the first time the Saint of War came to you.

You had fallen ill again, in the tiresome and inevitable way of the underfed, and the steward had sent you out to the barn so the Lord and Lady might not be disturbed by your fevered moaning. You weren’t missed; you were one of a dozen fatherless, half-feral children that squabbled and starved in the shadows of the keep. Only the stable boy came to visit you: a waifish, bowlegged creature who had trailed after you like a stray dog ever since you’d taken a beating from the cook in his place.

You hadn’t done it out of any particular affection, but you liked the way he looked at you afterward, as if you were a hero stepped out of some bard’s song, tall as an oak and twice as strong. Now he crouched at your side, sometimes holding a cup to your chapped lips or pressing the fragile bones of his hand to your brow. You thought you would probably die soon.

And then the Saint came.

You were staring up at the rotten thatch of the roof, wondering if anyone would remember your name long enough to mark your grave, and then you were looking at a woman’s face.

She didn’t seem much like the saints in the songs. Her lips were sunken where teeth were missing, and her skin was puckered with old scars. There was a fresh wound above her jaw, livid and weeping, and the armor that lapped her shoulders was dented and scored with battle. Her eyes were rather fine, you thought—the lavish blue of the Virgin’s own robe, just like yours—but she carried no cross and wore a rusted mail hood instead of a halo.

But she said, in a voice like a dull blade dragged across a stone, “I am the Saint of War,” and you lost a great deal of faith in the bards’ songs. “Rise,” she said, “your kingdom needs you.”

You rose. Your joints grated, and your vision spun in sickening lurches, but you rose, because she was a saint and you were nothing, because no one had ever needed you before.

“Go,” the Saint said, “he waits for you.”

You stumbled out of the dimness of the stables and into the hard light of day. You could only open your eyes for a few stinging seconds at a time, so that the yard emerged in a series of flashes. Strange men on horseback. Winter light on steel. The sleek, foreign shine of well-bred horses.

You kept walking until you couldn’t, until the pale stalks of your legs simply folded up on themselves.

Someone high above you said, “Is this the girl?” and someone else answered, in a voice like a well-greased hinge, “Yes, sire.”

Then there were boots beside your face. You rolled onto your back and saw, for the second time that day, the face of a saint. This one looked much more like the songs said: young and beautiful, entirely unmarred. There was a shine to him, a subtle emanation of health and prosperity. He even wore a halo, you thought; you had never seen a crown before.

He asked your name, but before you could answer, you heard your Lady’s voice, breathless and mean, “Forgive us, my Prince, she is no one! A devil, sent to plague us.”

The Lady had often called you a devil, as had the cook, the steward, the master of hounds, all the laundresses, and the woodcutter, but it had not previously concerned you. Now you found yourself ashamed, filled with a freshly hatched fear that you would be banished from the golden presence of the Prince, unwanted, unneeded.

But he only smiled down at you. He wore an expression you had never seen before, an avid, scorching hunger, which you thought must be love.

He lifted you in his arms—you were hideously aware of every scabbed sore, every flea scuttling through the reddish mat of your hair—and said to the Lady, “Well, she is my Devil now.”

And you found you did not mind being a devil, so long as you were his.

The Prince slid you atop the fine leather of his saddle and mounted behind you. He made a small, disgusted noise, and muttered, “You had better be sure, Father.”

The soft, well-greased voice came again, emerging from a little priest so drab and ragged that you thought at first he was a stray shadow thrown by the Prince’s radiance. “I am sure, sire.”

The Prince flicked his reins in answer.

You rode through the gates half-convinced it was another fever dream, that you would wake soon and be no one again: a sickly scrap of a girl born in the darkness and destined to die there, forgotten by everyone except a bowlegged stable boy.

But it was no dream. When you die, little Devil, a kingdom will fall to its knees and crawl to your bier. In a thousand years and a thousand after that, they will still sing of the Prince and his Devil.

So long as you do as I say.

You looked behind you only once as you rode away from that place, and were surprised to see the little stable boy limping after the Prince’s procession. He was so persistent and pathetic that, on the third or fourth day, the Prince relented, and the stable boy became your squire.
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You were a young woman the second time the Saint of War came to you, and you were about to die again.

It would not be a quick death. For seven years the Prince and all his knights had trained you with sword and spear and shield, and you had taken to them with a skill that verged on the unnatural. It was as if your body already knew what was required of it, as if your teachers were only reminding you of lessons you’d learned in the cradle. The footwork was a childhood game you’d half forgotten, and the weight of the hilt in your palm was the touch of a dear friend returned to you. The Prince visited the yard often, watching you with that wolfish hunger, and you worked harder for him so that you might become the thing he needed so badly.

You grew strong over those years, and fast, until your body was no longer something you wore but something you wielded, and Lord, what a weapon it became.

And still: you were about to die. The Prince had many enemies—as the great always did, he said—and there were hundreds of them waiting on the field below you and so many fewer fighting alongside you.

You were not overly concerned by your own death, but you didn’t want to die yet, before you had served your Prince, before the bards knew your name.

The horns blew. The drums sounded. You drew your sword with a shaking hand.

And the Saint returned to you.

She was unchanged. The lush blue eyes, the mail hood, even the livid mess of her jaw, still unhealed.

She said, in a more practical voice than you remembered, “The pikeman with the leather doublet has a knife in his boot.” And: “Ware the archers to the south when they unhorse you.” And: “Pull your hair loose from your helm. If they do not know you, they cannot fear you.”

The Saint left.

You pulled your hair loose from beneath your helm. Your squire had braided it neatly that morning, lingering and fussing, but now you shook it loose down your back. When you rode into battle it streamed behind you like a bright-red banner, and when, at the end, you knelt before your Prince and presented him with the head of his enemy—the face so much younger than you’d expected, just a boy, really, his eyes milky and afraid—your hair hung in clotted curtains on either side of your face.

The Prince did not seem to mind—he kissed you twice on each cheek and called you his savior, his beautiful Devil—but it took your squire hours and hours to rinse it clean, and even then the faint metal smell of blood lingered.
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By the time you were twenty, the Saint of War had come to you seven more times.

It was she who showed you the loose hinge on the Black Baron’s chest plate, where the tip of your sword might slip beneath his clavicle. It was she who bade you lie as if dead on the battlefield and rise from beneath the piled corpses to strike down the False King. It was she who whispered to you the arc of each blade, the weight of each blow, so that battle lost all immediacy for you and became something more like a memory, a set of elegant red steps you’d learned long ago.

She was an unmerciful master, your Saint. Under her eye you took no prisoners and spared no innocent, no matter how young or old. You fought and you killed and you fought again, until the bards began to sing of the redheaded Devil, until the merest glimpse of your hair sent your enemies running before you.

The Holly Knight did not run. She rode out to meet you with a mad, wild grin. You were forced to take her spearpoint deep into the meat of your thigh, the head burrowing right down to the femur, so that you might pull her close and slide your blade across her throat.

You were weeks abed after that, and all you recalled was a pair of thin, graceful hands digging into the hot muscle of your leg, stitching the flesh, holding cool water to your lips.

The Prince granted you a sumptuous room in the keep for your convalescence and came to visit as soon as you could walk again. He watched your limping, pulled-short steps and smiled his golden smile. “Well done, my Devil. Tomorrow, we ride north.”

Your squire watched him leave with a strange, sullen resentment. You scolded him, and he bowed his head. “The Prince takes much from you, my lady.”

“He made me, boy.” You had never asked your squire’s name, because it did not matter. You tilted your chin high. “He loves me.”

Your squire met your gaze then, and you thought you saw a flash of mockery beneath the long lashes.

You sent him away from you, too furious even to strike him.

That evening, when you feasted at the right hand of your Prince and he raised his cup to toast his Devil; when he presented you with a shield the color of hell itself and the whole hall cheered; you caught your squire’s bitter gaze and thought, with vicious pride: He loves me.

And days after that, when you lay again on the hard earth of the war camp, your squire’s arms wrapped chastely around you to keep the frosting night at bay; when your leg screamed white agony and you could not sleep because every time you closed your eyes you remembered the wicked shine of the Holly Knight’s eyes, going dim; you thought again, even more viciously, in a kind of terror: He loves me.
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You were not old when the Saint came to you that final time, but you felt old.

So much had changed, so quickly. Your kingdom, once small and unremarkable, had grown fat, spilling over its borders like flesh around a tourniquet. Your Prince, once a younger son with a slim band around his brow, had become a King, with a great thorned crown of gold so heavy it made the tendons strain in the back of his neck. Even his ragged little priest wore fine-woven linen now.

Your name, once nothing, known by no one, was praised in every hall and toasted at every table. The same bards you once followed through your Lord’s halls now trailed after you like flies after the grave wagon.

You didn’t always recognize yourself in their songs—you were no great beauty, and your sword was not forged in hellfire—but you recognized your enemies.

Although sometimes it seemed to you that you remembered them wrongly. Events became unsteady in your mind, the details blurred. Had you slit the Holly Knight’s throat or beheaded her? Had the False King died instantly, your knifepoint in his brain, or had he spoken to you? Had his lips been foamy pink as he asked: Is it worth it?

And other times—at night, mostly, in dreams—you remembered them too well, too clearly. You woke panting and sweating, your body fighting battles you’d already won or hadn’t yet fought.

Once you dreamed you were killing a boy in some distant city, and you woke to find your sword in your hand, the blade cutting down toward your squire’s upturned face, his eyes like grave dirt. He did not flinch or scream. He simply sat beneath the arc of your sword as if God Himself bade him be still. You wrenched the sword aside so belatedly that a soft lock of his hair fell to the dirt. You called him a fool and a child and many worse names. “I could have killed you,” you said, and he had answered, obscurely, “You never do.”

You spurned sleep after that. You kept more watches than you should and rode into battle with your joints screaming and your eyes glittering. It made you clumsy and stupid on the field so that you returned to your squire bruised and bleeding.

By the time you arrived at the Gray City, you felt older and more scarred than the face of the moon. You made camp so close to the walls that you could hear the soft human sounds of the city: the crackle of cook fires, the barking of dogs, the overbright laughter of men who knew they would die in the morning.

Your squire knelt behind you, his fingers combing dutifully through the knots of your hair. “Lady,” he said, “the Gray City has never fallen.”

You said nothing.

Your squire’s hands went still. “Do you truly mean to die, just so the King can hang a new map behind his throne?” Then, more perceptively, unforgivably, “Just so he will bury you at his feet, like a loyal dog?” His voice caught and broke. “Is it worth it?”

You jerked away from him, rising and turning so that he knelt at your feet, head tilted back, throat bared. You pitied him, almost hated him, for the way he looked: weak and vulnerable, just another poor bastard whose name the bards would never sing. Everything you’d once been and now despised.

“Yes,” you told him, and meant it.

The Saint came to you at dawn, and you took the Gray City before dusk.

It was not easy. The people fought with a reckless desperation that made you feel strangely ill. A stone smashed your right knee. A bone knife pierced your cheek, the tip scraping obscenely along your molars. By the time you slew the last of them, the sun was setting redly at your back.

You were wiping your sword clean when the Saint said, “Look to your left.”

You turned to find a child holding his father’s axe. You were not afraid. You knew—from the tremble of his chin and the wavering edge of the axe—that he would die in a single clean stroke delivered with a butcher’s mercy. He would be forgotten before his body cooled.

You lifted your sword. And you—you who had slaughtered a thousand boys just like him, who had committed every sin and murder in the name of your King—hesitated.

The boy did not.

A clumsy downward chop. The clang of your sword falling to the earth. Someone shouting your name over and over.

You killed the boy in a single reflexive motion and stood swaying and blinking, dizzied. You remained conscious up until the moment you looked down and saw your own hand lying on the steps and understood that you would never again hold a sword.

You couldn’t name the emotion you felt, in that last second before you fell into your squire’s arms, but I can: relief.
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You woke in a courtyard you’d never seen, without recalling how you’d arrived.

You remembered the sick jostle of horseback, your body held upright only by someone else’s. You remembered the castle gates opening, a thousand voices raised in victory, thrown flower petals adhering to the ruin of your cheek, the stump of your wrist. You remembered familiar hands peeling the petals gently away.

But your squire was not here now. There was only your beautiful King, seated at the edge of a low stone pool, and his priest, watching you with colorless eyes.

The King said, “Rise.”

It was difficult. Your skin was hot and feverish, your limbs pinned to the earth by the weight of your mail. You wished, petulantly, silently, for your squire.

But you rose, before stumbling back down to one knee. “My King,” you said.

He rested his hand lightly on the crown of your head, rings clinking on the iron of your hood. “My Devil,” he said, and there was nothing you would not do for him when he spoke in this voice: fond, fatherly, full of love. “The time has come. Look into the pool, and tell me what you see.”

The water was a deep, viscous black, like burned fat, which seemed to swallow the light rather than reflect it. You stared into it, and eventually you said, “I see a girl. Ill, I think, maybe dying. There is dirty straw around her, and her hair is . . .”

“Who is she?” the King asked, patiently.

You opened your mouth to say I don’t know, but then you closed it because you could not lie to your King. Had you not lain in that same sullied straw, your lips cracked, your skin scratched and weeping? Were you not always afraid that you would wake to find yourself back in that stable, waiting for a death as unremarkable as your birth?

You said, hoarsely, “She is I,” and the King said, “Yes.”

“I don’t understand, sire.”

The King dipped his hand idly into the water. “This pool was here long before the castle. My priest tells me it was once a spring of some kind, or a pond.”

His priest said, “A lake, sire.”

“A lake, then. A place where time runs together, the was and will be. My forefathers used it as a mirror. A way to see their own histories and futures. But then Ambrosius came to me—what a filthy, low creature he was then!—and told me I could do more than look.”

The King faced you now. He was just as handsome as he had been that first day in the yard, a little older but still unmarred, his flesh whole and smooth. “Do you remember the first time your Saint came to you? The words she spoke?”

“Yes,” you whispered. As if you could forget the moment your life began, the moment you were dragged out from the shadows and into the scorching light of your Prince.

“Look into the pool again, and speak the words.”

This time, when you looked into the water, you caught a fleeting glimpse of your true reflection. And it was only then, when you saw your own gory, blue-eyed face, bright hair hidden beneath rusted mail, that you understood who you were and who they were. You saw yourself as an unholy triptych, three into one, one into three: she the girl, you the Devil, and I the Saint. And you understood, finally, that there had never truly been a she or a you but only a terrible, lonely I.
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I am the Saint of War.

I look down at my own weak and mewling self and say, “Rise.”

I sit all day by that pool, speaking to all the iterations of my past. I tell myself how to kill and how to live that I may kill again, and the words echo oddly in my skull, memories I hand back to myself. I watch myself grow strong and tall, rangy as a young lioness, then scarred and gnarled, hollow eyed. It’s like watching a year pass in a single day, spring into summer into an early, hard winter.

I see my squire, too, hovering at the edges of every vision. First he is a limping, gawking collection of limbs, then a slim boy, then a graceful man with sad eyes, always on you. I notice for the first time that he is beautiful.

The day fades to a grim dusk. Stars appear in the black water of the pool.

I see myself taking the Gray City. I see the boy with his father’s axe. I see myself hesitate, watch my own hand fall to the stones again.

I say, “It is done, sire.”

The King strokes a stray hair back from my sweating brow, and I lean shamelessly into the touch, feeling lonelier than I’ve felt since I was a girl, since before my Saint came to me. But in the end, there was no saint, just a lonely girl telling secrets to herself in a dark mirror.

The priest is speaking to the King in his whispering, unctuous voice, his hands stroking the fine cloth of his own robes. I catch the names of distant cities, lords and lands far beyond our borders. The King nods once, and when he turns back to me, his eyes are alight.

“You have fought so well for me, my Devil.” His fingers catch the edge of my mail hood and push it back so that it forms a heavy pool around my throat.

My eyes fill with tears of gratitude. “I have tried, sire. But I fear I can fight for you no longer.”

Except all I truly feel is that same shameful relief. I wonder, for the first time, what it would be like to grow old.

But the King says, gently, “You will always fight for me. Each time you are stronger, more perfect. Each time you last longer.” He tugs my hair from the neck of my mail, spreading it in a red shroud around my shoulders.

“Sire?”

The King says, almost apologetically, “Ambrosius says we might take the Kentish Isles next time,” and then he fists his hand in my hair, pushes my face down into the pool, and holds it there.

If he were my enemy, I would throw my skull back and break the fine bridge of his nose. I would pull him down under the water and choke the life from him, one handed.

But he is my King, and I am his Devil. I have given him my blood, my youth, my love, my good right hand; who am I now to begrudge him my death?

The water tastes familiar in my mouth, sweet and rich as wine. It fills my lungs, and I smile as I drown.

They will always sing my name.
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You were a child the first time the Saint of War came to you.

She was not beautiful. Her face was hard and worn as beaten metal, her armor crusted with blood. Her right eye was a faded blue, like dead cornflowers, and her left was missing. She was crying.

(I was always crying when I came to you. You learned to ignore it.)

Your Saint bid you to rise, and you did. She led you from the black of the stables to the blinding light of the Prince, then from the Prince to the sword, and from the sword to legend.

It didn’t take long. The day they put a sword in your hand, you disarmed three grown knights and drew first blood from a fourth. The bards said it was a divine gift, but you hadn’t heard the Saint’s voice that day. You had simply known how to move, where to place yourself, as if your body was a clever system of wheels and pulleys, a machine built for a single purpose.

It was the same on the battlefield. The soldiers around you were so clumsy, their blows so slow and obvious. You moved through them like a scythe through windblown wheat. And in those rare moments when the impartial luck of war might have turned against you—when a stray arrow may have found you or a flailing hoof struck you down—you had your Saint whispering in your ear.

And you had your squire, with his clever hands and his uncanny knack for herbs. You asked him once how he came to heal so well, and his face grew troubled, uncertain. Eventually he said, “I don’t know. How came you to fight so well?”

And to that there was no answer, because no one on God’s earth fought like you.

Even the Holly Knight fell quickly beneath your blade, although in her final, desperate flailing, she sunk her spear into your thigh.

Your squire labored over the wound for a day and night together, swearing and stitching, red to the wrists. He slept fitfully at your side, changing the dressings every few hours, refusing to permit any hands on you except his.

In a fortnight you could walk again with only the barest limp. When the Prince came to visit, his smile was like the sun itself. “Well done, my Devil. Tomorrow we ride north.”

He left. Your squire watched him with a vicious, burning expression. You asked what troubled him, and he said, a little wildly, “The Prince takes much from you.”

You lifted one shoulder. “He made me, my friend.” You had asked your squire’s name once, but he’d said he was never given one. You filled the absence with other words, none of which described what he was to you. “He—he loves me.”

Your squire watched you carefully. His eyes landed on every pink scar, every old injury that still ached. “Is this love?” he asked softly.

You said you were tired then and asked him to leave.

You fought the Norders next. Then the grand horde, the hill folk, the Gray City. You fought for your Prince and then for your King and then—when you took the Kentish Isles after a long and grueling campaign—for your Emperor.

The songs after that became ecstatic, almost reverent. People began to trail after you, reaching out to touch your hair, your hands, your armor—until the Emperor named it a sin and directed his priest to put out the eyes of anyone who looked upon you with the love that was due only to God and His Emperor.

(Your squire said that night, “I suppose I should not look upon you any longer.” You laughed. He did not.)

And still, you fought. Until the empire stretched from one ocean to another, until all the known world knew the name of the Emperor’s Devil and feared her.

You would have been well content if it were not for the dreams. Bloody dreams, killing dreams. Enemies you’d already buried and enemies you hadn’t yet faced. Enemies who didn’t look like enemies, but like men and women, or like children, dying beneath your blade for no reason you could name. You could not decide if they were prophecies or memories, or whether there was any difference between the two.

Once you woke to find your sword in your hand, the blade a bare inch from your squire’s face. You pulled the blow aside, but afterward you were sick and shaking with fear.

“I could have killed you,” you said.

“You never would,” he said. He took the hilt from your sweaty grip and pulled you back down to the blankets beside him. You slept that night with his hand circling your right wrist, holding you fast. You grew used to it, so that you could never again sleep easily without it.
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You were not old when the Saint came to you that final time, but you were older than you’d ever been before.

You were encamped in the hills above a wide valley, where the Queen of Kemet and her vast army waited to meet you at daybreak. You could see their torches stretching into the distance, numberless, insurmountable.

Your squire combed his fingers through your hair long after the knots were gone. After a while, he said, “You cannot win against this.”

“Perhaps not,” you said.

“Why fight, then? For a few songs? For him?” Then the whisper, the question you heard sometimes in your sleep, “Is it worth it?”

You stood and turned, looking down at your squire, your companion, your only friend. You were angry, and because it was a crime to be angry at your Emperor and a sin to be angry with me, you were angry with him. You wanted to shout at him, but your throat had closed too tightly to speak, and in the end, you never answered.

The Saint was with you the next day, and you fought as fiercely and perfectly as anyone has ever fought.

It was not enough.

They carried you off the field with an arrow in your left eye. The last thing you saw was your squire’s face, full of grief.
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You woke—but you know where you woke, don’t you? We have done this so many times, you and I.

The courtyard. The Emperor, crowned in gold. The priest, draped in fine jewels. The pool. The terrible moment when you understand, all over again, that you are all alone. That I am you.

This time, when I speak to the girl in the water, my eyes are the faded color of the sky after rain, and I am weeping. I hardly know why. Perhaps I sense, in the hazy way of an early memory, that I will never grow old, will never see my squire again.

Perhaps any tool, used hard enough and long enough, begins to fail.

The water fills my mouth. I drown again.
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You were a child the first time the Saint of War came to you.

That time, you made it to the great heart of Kemet before you fell. The time after that you made it to the palace.

The next time you made it all the way to the foot of the Kemet throne. You were so riddled with arrows that when you finally fell, your body did not quite touch the ground, but hung suspended.

They had to pull your squire away from you, weeping and mad, when they dragged your body to the courtyard.

“Perhaps,” the Emperor said to his priest, a little petulantly, “she has fought as far as she may. Perhaps we have reached the end of her abilities, Ambrosius.”

“No,” said his priest. He wore rubies on every finger now, fat as ticks. “She has made an emperor of you, sire. When she takes Kemet, you will be a god.”

This time, when he drowns me, I think of all the stories they will still sing of me—the hero of the empire, the scourge of the Gray City, the knight with the hellfire hair—and then I think: It is not worth it.
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You were a child the first time the Saint of War came to you.

This time, she was angry. Her lips were the dead white of old bone, and her eyes had no color at all.

But still, you did as I bade.

The Black Baron, the False King, the grand horde. The Holly Knight, who you slew without suffering more than a scratch down your thigh. Your squire made an abysmal fuss, unfastening your armor and searching your skin as if he expected to find a spear protruding from your leg. When there was none, he looked up at you through long lashes and smiled one of his radiant smiles.

The Prince strode by and clapped you once on the shoulder. “Well done, my Devil,” he said. “Tomorrow we ride north.”

Your squire stared at the Prince with an expression like a dog just before it bites. You pressed your hand to the back of his neck until the Prince was gone.

He could barely speak from rage. “He—the Prince takes and takes, no matter the cost to others, to you—”

“He made me, Gwynne.” Your squire had been nothing once, just like you—a sniveling shadow, too insignificant even to merit a name. But over the years he had become so vital to you, so dear, that you gave him one. Gwynne, you called him, because it was beautiful and so was he. “He—he must love me.”

Gwynne gave you a long, grieving look. “He never has,” he said, tiredly, and began refastening your armor.
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The Saint came to you again and again, always with that terrible fury on her face. You wondered if perhaps she did not want to be the Saint of War any longer, and you sympathized; you often didn’t want to be what you were. You were a shrike, a leopard, a plague, a thing that lived only to kill. You belonged not to yourself but to your Prince—your King, your Emperor. And if it wearied you—if sometimes you could see no difference between the soldiers fighting beside you and the soldiers fighting against you, if sometimes you could not sleep for the memory of how you murdered them—well. It was not for the shrike to wish itself something else.

The empire grew. Your dreams darkened.

One night you even dreamed the face of your own beloved Emperor, your blade falling down onto his perfect golden smile—but when you woke, it was Gwynne who knelt before you, watching you through soft lashes.

Your sword fell to the earth. You followed it, crashing downward as if some unseen foe had slit the tendons behind your knees. You buried your face in your treacherous hands. “Gwynne,” you said. “Gwynne. I could have killed you.”

He took your hands away from your face and held them, his fingers so slim and fine around the knotted scars of your knuckles. He kissed the center of each of your palms, precisely where the priest said the Savior suffered the nails to be driven.

“Why do you stay with me? I am a devil. A butcher. Not even a butcher—his knife, falling over and over.”

Gwynne said, softly, “Before all this, before the Saint and the Prince, you were the girl who still shared her meat with the begging dogs, no matter how hungry she was. Who took a beating for a boy who deserved it, for no reason except that she could bear it better than him. Who shone, even in the shadows.” He said your name, even more softly. “You are not a knife.”

And you said, wretchedly, “But I am his.”

Gwynne did not answer. He pulled you down beside him in the tall grass and touched you in that heady, secret way that transformed the brutal weapon of your body into mere flesh. It was like shucking plate armor after a long campaign and walking naked into a river, letting the current take you. It was like surrendering on the field and finding mercy.

Gwynne touched you until you shuddered and went still in his arms. Then he whispered, so gently you barely heard it—but I did, oh, I did—“You are not his.”
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Each time I came to you, I hoped you would hate me. I hoped you would turn your face from me and leave your sword to rust in the mud of some distant, desolate battlefield.

But you didn’t. You took the Kentish Isles and marched west until you faced the Queen of Kemet once more.

You spent your last evening with Gwynne, as you always did. Your head was in his lap, and his fingers were in your hair, tangled as if he hoped to hold you there. He told you, as he always did, that you could not win. He asked, as he always did, if it was worth it.

You sat up, turning to face him so that the two of you were kneeling face to face. There were tears in his eyes, and you pressed your brow hard to his. “No,” you whispered, and you meant it.

“Then run, go now, before dawn—”

“Would you make a coward of me, here at the very end? After everything I’ve done, everything I’ve become—”

Gwynne’s voice cut through yours, his brow still resting heavily on your forehead. “I would rather love a coward than mourn a legend.”

“The Saint will be with me,” you said.

But I wasn’t.

Dawn came and went. You waited and waited for me on the hilltop, your horse restive, your soldiers muttering among themselves—but I did not come.

That day you fought as a mortal fights, blind and deaf and terribly alone, and even still, they could not kill you. You were a devil, a saint, a great and terrible reaping loosed upon the world. You were centuries of warfare condensed into a single body, your memories folded over themselves, beaten and quenched like fine steel in the water of the pool.

It was very nearly enough. You slew the Queen of Kemet on her own throne, suffering only a small sharp sting on your ankle.

It was only much later—when the sky began to tilt strangely around you and Gwynne’s voice went high and distant—that you remembered: the Queen of Kemet was said to keep vipers.
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You woke, as you always did, in a courtyard you’d never seen.

“Rise,” said the Emperor, who was now God, and the sound of his voice echoed in your skull. You told yourself it was the venom, which pulsed through your body in hot, cramping waves.

But you rose, as you always did, and you looked into the pool, as you always did. You saw yourself as a sickly child, and you understood once again who you were, and would be, and are now: a woman following her own footprints, a snake eating her own tail, forever.

The Saint of War. I.

But this time, as I look down at your face, our face, my face—as my shoulders bow beneath the weight of all the years I’ve lived—I understand that this has all happened before, more than once and more than twice. I understand that I have made my life a work of bloody alchemy, transforming a child into a devil into a saint, a kingdom into an empire, a prince into a god. That I have lived and killed and lived again in the name of a man who does not deserve it because I wanted so badly to be beloved.

But only one person in all my lives has ever loved me, and he does not wear a crown.

And so this time, when God bids me to look into the pool again, I say, quietly, “No.”

The word falls like a dead man between us and begins to swell. I explain as if to a child, “It is not worth it.”

God stares and stares at me. I wonder how I could ever have mistaken that expression for love.

The priest leans over his shoulder. He is no longer drab or sparrowish. He is the priest of a newborn god: his hem is weighted with gold; his feet are shod in fine silk.

He says, quite calmly, “The squire, your holiness,” and a great chill moves through me.

God nods, and the priest departs. He returns with twelve armored knights. Among them, limping on the slim bows of his legs, eyes gone black and wild, is Gwynne.

He surges toward me, but his way is blocked by crossed blades. His eyes find mine above the steel.

“Kneel,” says God. The knights press Gwynne downward, and he falls badly, the caps of his knees striking hard against the stone.

God steps behind Gwynne and threads his fingers into the dark curls, gently, obscenely. The fingers become a fist. God pulls Gwynne’s head back so that the long column of his throat is bared to me, and sets a slim blade against it.

“Look into the pool again, and speak the words,” says God.

I am no berserker; I have never fought for fury or bloodlust. But for the first time, I imagine how it would feel. To unhitch my reason, to unleash the terrible animal of my body, which has spent centuries learning nothing but violence.

Even with venom in my veins, I could kill every soul in this courtyard. I would not need a saint. I would not even need a sword.

But I could not do it quickly enough to save Gwynne.

“Look into the pool,” God says again.

Gwynne would have me refuse. He doesn’t move or speak, but he doesn’t need to. I know his desires by the pace of his breath and the tilt of his shoulders, by the shape of his jaw and the heat of his gaze. I know him, and in knowing him I love him, and in loving him I cannot do as he wishes.

I look into the pool. I see my own face first, full of wrath, and then the little girl who I once was and will be again.

“Rise,” I say, and then I tell her what she has wanted to hear all her life: that someone, somewhere, needs her. That she is not nothing.

I lead her out of the shadows. I make her into a devil, a legend, a butcher’s knife. I watch as she ages and hardens. I watch as her squire heals her again and again, with the same tenderness he had shown the flea-ridden girl in the straw.

At the very end, when the girl is a woman poised on the dawn of her final battle against the Queen of Kemet, I look back at Gwynne. I know I will drown soon—I remember the taste of the water, the press of God’s hand at the back of my skull—but this time I want Gwynne’s face to be the last thing I see.

Gwynne looks back at me with a strange peace on his features. His gaze is steady, full of a love so naked and sincere that I wonder for a moment if the two of us are alone, if everything else is just another bad dream.

He says my name, my old name, the one I had before I was a devil or a saint. Then he says, “You are not his.”

Then he smiles. Then he leans his weight into the knife and twists his neck sharply, drawing the blade across his own throat.

It is a surgeon’s murder, quick and clean, unyielding. A hot arc of blood, a single exhalation, and he is dead.

He is dead, and I belong to no one.

God looks down at Gwynne’s body, and then, very slowly, he looks back up at me.

He is dead before he can open his mouth. His knights die next, as easily as if the Saint were still whispering in my ear. I am not even aware of moving, of choosing. My body is a thrown stone, a loosed arrow. It strikes, and they fall.

When I come back to myself, the courtyard looks like the inside of a rib cage. I am sitting with my back against the pool, and Gwynne’s body is cooling in my arms.

I touch his face, his hands, his hair. I wonder dimly if the venom will kill me before they drag me to the gallows. I wonder what the songs will say about the Devil now that she is covered in the blood of her own God. I find that I no longer care at all.

I am tempted—Lord, so tempted—to drown myself again. To return to the time when Gwynne and I were two hungry children scrabbling in that shadowed place beyond the reach of saints and devils, unloved and unknown except by one another.

But they would only find me again, the Prince and his priest, and drag me back to this courtyard, to this ending.

A sound behind me: labored breathing, the shush of wet cloth across stones.

I turn to see the priest, still somehow alive. He cannot properly crawl, as there is too much of him missing, but he is dragging himself toward the lip of the pool. His expression is grim and distant, as if he finds his situation distasteful but not distressing. As if, once he reaches the pool, all will be well again.

I watch his unpleasant wriggling for a long moment, and then I lay Gwynne down very gently, propping his head against the lip of the pool so that his throat doesn’t gape open.

I stride to the priest and lift him into the air by his thin hair. He mewls at me, whining and begging and making tiresome threats against my everlasting soul, before he falls quiet.

I say, “All these years, and I never wondered how it began. How you came to find me and knew to put a sword in my hand. I suppose I believed it was God’s will, but there are no saints here, are there?”

The priest gives me a sour, childish glare. For the first time, I notice that his eyes are like mine: an ancient, filmy gray, like old water. I wonder what color they were when he was truly young and how long ago that might have been.

“You’ve lived more than once, haven’t you, Ambrosius?” His name surfaces like a childhood rhyme in my head, a memory from a different life. “You found the pool, and you drowned and lived again and again, until the Prince made you his priest, and I made your Prince into a god. But”—I give him a little shake, as I would a dog—“why? For what?”

His expression gains an unpleasant, oily intimacy. “I was born the same as you. A nothing. A no one.” He smiles so widely I can see the brown rot of his molars. “And now, look at me!”

I look at him: the many chains of gold looped around his throat, the heavy hem of his robes, the stained silk of his slippers. In my mind I see, quite clearly, a great golden scale. On one side there is a vast pile of corpses. Some of them I know well—the False King, the Holly Knight, the boy in the Gray City, my own beloved Gwynne—but most of them are men whose names I never knew. And on the other side of the scale, there is a pair of silk slippers.

I ask, “Was it worth it?”

He doesn’t answer, but I don’t need him to. I move my hands so that I am holding his skull like an eggshell between my palms.

He sputters, thrashing now. “If you kill me, you will be nothing again! Consigned to the shadows of history. No one will mourn you, no one will remember you. No one will even know your name—”

I lean close and whisper, “One person will.”

His neck makes a dull crack, like a boot on a rat. I let him fall carelessly atop the other bodies.

I return briefly to Gwynne, long enough to kiss his brow and whisper to him what I should have understood lifetimes ago, what I should have told him every night and every morning. “I am yours.”

This time, when I push my face into the pool, when the water fills my mouth and floods my lungs, I am smiling.

They will never sing my name.
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