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Content Warning

 

Please be advised that the Relics of Ar’Zac trilogy contains content some readers may find upsetting such as, but not limited to, violence, bloodshed, death, and betrayal. Please proceed with caution if this might cause distress.


Dearest Reader,

 

I have a 10-year-old.

Wtf

*ahem* I mean, a book, yes, but I’d be lying if I said this book (okay, yes, this whole series) hasn’t kept me up some nights, hasn’t caused its fair share of grey hairs, and that I’m not every bit as proud of these books as any mother watching her child take their first steps.

It’s been a wild ride. Rise of the Sparrows is my first book, and as such it was the steepest learning curve. Back then, I prepared so much. I read The Books. I learned from The Blogs. I thought I knew what I was doing, and I was so wrong. Maybe it’s unprofessional of me to admit this, but it’s true: writing is hard, self-publishing is harder, and marketing with undiagnosed and unmedicated ADHD is a bloody nightmare that just kind of doesn’t go anywhere most of the time.

You might, perhaps, feel like arguing that I still don’t know how any of this works, because I’ve decided to release all four anniversary editions at the same time. That’s not how you do this, Sarina, you might say as you shake your head at this book. You go one at a time, as the sequels have their anniversaries. I hear you. I considered it.

But, you see, I’m self-published and I can do what I want, and it wouldn’t have felt right to me to let these new editions trickle in slowly over the next few years when I could be celebrating my debut series in time for my debut anniversary. So, that’s what I chose to do. You only get one debut series, after all. I wanted to celebrate this first lot together, because writing all of these? Learning from each book? Growing as a new author with each one? It was awesome.

Debatable unprofessionalism aside, I’m still here, writing ever more books. This series is still here, and Rachael’s story has amassed a proud number of glowing reviews. Thank you. I’m so grateful for every single one, for every single reader who just had to read the sequels, and also to those who tried it but didn’t like it. I’m chuffed you saw something in these and wanted to try. Thank you.

Maybe you’re a returning reader who’s been with me and Rachael since the beginning and really wanted these beautiful new covers? Or maybe you’re a new-to-me reader who’s here because of these pretty anniversary editions? However you found your way to me, welcome, and happy reading. I do hope you enjoy your time amidst my pages.

Thank you, Sparrows.

And Happy Anniversary.
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To my Mama,

who made sure I grew up with stories.
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It was cold outside in the courtyard this early. The sun hadn’t gained enough strength yet to warm the chill inside Rachael. The carefree chirping of birds was too strange company for the funeral pyres before her. 

The sight had haunted her nightmares since the night she killed King Aeric five days ago, but this time she wasn’t trapped in an endless dream. This time it was real, and she was more trapped than she’d ever been in sleep. Guards awaited her command, torches ready and blazing.

Arlo and Ailis were to be burnt alongside Commander Videl. Her stomach churned. The commander had murdered Arlo, had tortured countless innocents in that terrible prison of his, and had come after her and Cephy in Blackrock. Rachael had asked for a delay, to pay Arlo and Ailis the respect they deserved, but understood the need for a joint funeral. Too many others were laid out before her. So many people whose names she didn’t know, who had died because some prophecy named her the Sparrow. They were all grouped together in one mass cremation, yet Rachael couldn’t take her eyes off the people she’d known.

The fight had cost Rifarne many lives, and while the White City was undergoing repairs, it was still bruised from the battle. The rubble from the explosions had been cleared away, but lots of houses were still destroyed, and for many parents, children, and loved ones, the king’s death wouldn’t end their mourning.

The people needed to move on. The city needed closure. One funeral was enough—they deserved time to grieve and heal.

Lon, one of the Sparrows who had survived the raid on their hideout, said it wasn’t for her or anyone to judge them. The Maker would judge them fairly and punish Commander Videl for his crimes. Rachael didn’t agree but kept her thoughts to herself. Lon believed and was welcome to it if it brought him closure or even peace. She wasn’t about to start believing now, after she’d seen the worst of what the world offered.

Her gaze wandered across the pyres. Arlo, who had been so kind to them and who’d looked after the animals in his forest with love, lay broken on the pyre. Their bodies had been cleaned and dressed, but his injuries were still visible. The memory of Commander Videl running him through with his sword would never leave Rachael. No matter how much the priests tried to hide his wounds, there was no denying their presence. 

Ailis, who had been so patient and kind and innocent, lay next to him. Rachael couldn’t focus on the slits in Ailis’s wrist. If she hadn’t left Ailis alone, Cale’s sister would still be alive. They would have looked after her, made sure she couldn’t hurt herself.

The servants hadn’t given the commander the same respect. The wound in his gut was all too visible, the dried blood a bizarre contrast to his pale, lifeless skin. He hadn’t been cleaned or treated with care. It should have bothered Rachael that people who now worked for her had been sloppy, but she couldn’t blame them. She had no sympathy left for the man.

Rachael balled her hands into tight fists. One body was missing. 

Cephy deserved the same ritual, but no one had found her. Rachael had gone back to the spot where Cephy died, but besides the ashes of burnt wood and black, charred marks on the ground, there’d been no sign of her. Cephy had disappeared, and that worried Rachael more than her impending rule. She’d been there when Cephy died. She’d held Cephy in her arms when the light in Cephy’s eyes went out. Cephy’s body had gone limp in Rachael’s arms. So… what had happened to her? Cale had told her Aeron was dead, but what if he were wrong? Aeron had been a Mist Woman beyond evil. Could she have taken Cephy’s body for her own vile purposes? What would she hope to gain?

The implications and what-ifs made Rachael sick. If Cephy was still alive, there was hope. Aeron had corrupted her mind, but Rachael remembered the little girl clutching her teddy bear, who adored Arlo because he cared for wild animals and had treated her wounds. If there was any trace of that girl left, Rachael had to get through to her. Perhaps it was wrong of her to hope—Cephy had tried to kill her, after all—but there it was.

‘How is he?’ Rachael asked Lon with a nod to Cale, who was standing on the other side of the pyres. She tried not to watch him but couldn’t help herself. They’d lost so much in the battle, that he was alive and standing right there, within reach, but wasn’t willing to talk to her or even look at her, hurt worse than any wound she had endured. He hadn’t spoken to her since that night in the palace. There had been times when she hadn’t been sure if he wanted to reach out and hold her hand, hold her, but she wasn’t ready to be this close to someone. She just didn’t want his silence.

‘Why don’t you go and talk to him?’

Her heart beat faster at the idea, but it wouldn’t work. She had tried talking to him, and he hurried off, like he couldn’t bear to be near her.

‘No, I—’ She wouldn’t admit she couldn’t do something as simple as talking to another person—someone who was supposed to be her friend, no less. Her coronation was tomorrow; weakness was a luxury she could no longer afford.

‘He’s grieving,’ said Lon. ‘He’s just got an odd way of showing it. Ailis was his only remaining family by blood, and he’s lost most of his extended family, too. He’ll come around, you’ll see. He just needs time.’

‘And if he doesn’t?’

‘Then I’ll drag him to you myself.’ He gave her a brief pat on her shoulder. ‘You’ll be fine, I promise.’

She wanted to believe it, but Cale was stubborn. If he didn’t want to see her, he wouldn’t. After tomorrow, she could order him to explain, but it wasn’t right, and she wouldn’t. She needed him to talk to her because he wanted to, because he missed her.

‘Go to him,’ she said. ‘He shouldn’t be alone.’

Lon nodded and hurried off. The other Sparrows stood behind Cale, but most of them were new recruits. He didn’t know them well, but he’d known Lon for years. His sister was about to be burnt. Rachael didn’t want him to stand alone for it.

‘Rachael?’ Kiana, a Sparrow and Cale’s second in command, nudged her, and Rachael looked up. Ten men and women of the White Guard stood in front of her, waiting for her signal. It didn’t matter that they now worked for her. Their white armor still made her want to run the other way.

One word, one nod, and they’d burn the remains before her.

Rachael’s eyes were fixed on the lifeless bodies when she nodded. The guards, her guards, saluted by clutching their fists to their hearts, and held the hungry flames to the pyres.

She’d thought Arlo invincible. She’d believed Ailis too innocent to join the fight. But Arlo had been murdered all the same, and Ailis had been dragged into the fight against her will. How many others just like them had died because people feared magic?

Through the flames, she sought Cale. His head was bowed, but she saw the scar that ran from one eye to his other cheek regardless. In the light of the flames, it looked fresh, a raw wound rather than a healed one. His fist was rooted firmly over his heart, and his lips moved in what she assumed was a silent prayer. Cale wasn’t as pious as some, but he believed, as had Ailis. Watching him pay his last respects, asking the Maker to look after them, made her feel inadequate. Was this expected of her now that she would be Queen of Rifarne? Was believing in the Maker a necessity for royalty?

‘Are you alright?’ Rachael turned around to meet Kiana’s eyes. In the glow of the fire, the Sparrow’s red hair was a flame that danced in the light. ‘I don’t believe in the Maker, either.’

Rachael had liked Kiana from the moment she’d first met her. There was something feline about the woman, something alive. Rachael admired her for her strong will as well as her skill with her daggers. Even Kiana’s weapons had personality; slender, curved, and the leather around their hilts redone by Kiana herself, they looked used and loved. Rachael hadn’t pegged her as someone who devoted herself to any kind of deity, but the subject hadn’t come up before now.

‘What do you believe in?’ Gossip in Blackrock suggested that other countries didn’t believe in the Maker. They all believed in something, but they gave different names to their gods and sometimes had more than one. Kiana wasn’t Rifarnee but Tramuran. Rachael couldn’t imagine her praying in devotion, but Rachael didn’t know enough about the Tramuran beliefs to make assumptions. From what she’d heard, Tramura treated its gifted without mercy. Cale had told her how his own parents fled the country because his grandfather had the gift. His mother hadn’t possessed it, but they were hunted down and killed anyway. Because of her father. Perhaps their gods reflected that cruelty.

Kiana didn’t look away when she spoke. ‘I believe in myself.’

Rachael nodded. That, she understood. ‘What are their gods like?’

‘Whose gods?’

‘Tramura’s. People here thank the Maker for everything and think we go to His side when we die. I don’t find that comforting.’

‘It’s much the same in Tramura, with more war and battle cries.’

‘They believe in fighting?’

‘You could say that. Tramura doesn’t have a good reputation. It’s known throughout history for how well it betrays other countries. For how easily they trick other people into letting their guard down. Before their armies go to war, they ask their gods for strength, endurance, and bloodshed. They revel in the gore. They think it brings them glory.’

‘And you don’t?’ Rachael regretted asking. Of course Kiana didn’t.

‘No. I’d never take a life just to see the light go out in my victim’s eyes.’ Kiana glared at the smoldering remains of Commander Videl. ‘I’m not a monster. Tramura’s history is full of monstrous things they should be forgetting, but instead they celebrate them. I kill because I have to, not because I enjoy seeing the terror in their eyes when my knives pierce their skin, and they know they’ve lost.’

A shiver ran down Rachael’s spine. Kiana looked far away.

Rachael had to remember that Kiana had lived on the streets before a Sparrow found and recruited her, just like Rachael. Kiana knew what it was like to be on her own, to fight for every scrap of food, and to not know whether you would see another summer. Kiana knew the danger that lurked in the shadows and the safety. They hadn’t talked about their pasts, but Kiana understood Rachael better than anyone. They were both unwanted street rats, with no one to mourn them or notice they were gone if the cold of winter finished what the constant hunger had started. Rachael was suspicious of everyone, but Kiana wouldn’t betray her.

 ‘Let’s go,’ Rachael said. She was done watching her friends burn, watching Cale look anywhere but at her.

Kiana’s eyes flitted to Cale. ‘Don’t you want to say something?’

Rachael stood rigid as she pretended Kiana was talking about Ailis and Arlo. ‘No. It doesn’t matter now, does it? They can’t hear me.’
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Rachael couldn’t breathe. The darkness wrapped all around her, slithered around her ankles, and squeezed her wrists and legs. In that darkness, something waited. Something prepared to pounce, and she was powerless to stop it.

Somewhere beyond the dark, or perhaps inside its depths, a door opened and closed. There was the familiar scratch on the stone floor, and the thud as it fell shut behind her captors. No light shone through the dark. No other sound was made.

Rachael couldn’t see them, but she knew they were there. The air changed when they were in the room. She gasped for even the smallest intake of breath, but no air filled her lungs.

A cold hand, ethereal as black mist, reached out for her. A phantom finger caressed her skin, leaving burn marks on her cheek.

Tears filled her eyes from the pain, but she wasn’t about to cry. Emotions meant nothing to these demons. It was the Dark One who fed on them and His vessel. Who also fed on her.

A sob escaped Rachael’s lips. How had things gone so wrong? This was her fault. Maybe she deserved to be in this wretched position. Maybe—

The darkness cut into her flesh and tore at her clothes, sucking on her blood as it cut.

Finally, the black mists covered her eyes. The pain faded as her mind entered oblivion.

With a scream that caught in her throat, Rachael sat up, her mind spinning from the movement. She reached for the first thing she could find to steady herself and gripped soft fabric.

It was dark in her room; dark because it was night, not because the demons had come for her. Servants scuttled in the corridor, and a sliver of light peeked into her room from underneath her door, coupled with the pale comfort of the bright moon outside. Rachael was as safe as she was ever going to be.

As Rachael’s mind calmed, her eyes adjusted. The candle at the side of her bed was still burning, bathing her bed in a warm, soothing glow. Beyond that lay dark shapes and silhouettes.

With a sigh, Rachael fell back into her soft pillows and the welcoming embrace of her silk sheets. Orphans who lived on the streets didn’t get to hope for something as extraordinary as this. Rachael doubted she’d ever get used to it, but she had come to terms with it. Her chambermaid, Elyn, would tuck her in if she resisted sleeping in her too-soft bed.

A nervous laugh escaped her lips. This—all of it—was absurd. The world had gone insane, and somehow she was in the middle of that madness. Aeron, a deranged Mist Woman after Rachael’s life, had been killed by someone even more dangerous than her. Arlo and Ailis, Cale’s best friend and Cale’s sister, were dead. Cephy’s body had disappeared. Cale, the man who had brought her into this mess, behaved like Rachael didn’t exist. Most of the Sparrows were dead, slaughtered in their own hideout by the same men who were now sworn to serve her, and needed to rebuild their numbers. As if that weren’t enough, she’d killed the previous king of Rifarne, King Aeric Ellery, who ordered his army to accept her as the new queen should he deem her worthy in a duel. She hadn’t known he’d been ready to die. Maybe the months before would have been different if she had. Maybe all those deaths wouldn’t have been necessary.

But it was behind her now; obsessing over the turn her life had taken would only drive her mad. Rachael was good at doing what needed to be done. She had just never imagined being queen would be necessary.

Kiana had become her personal guard on Cale’s orders. That was the last time he’d spoken to Rachael before making himself scarce. He was too busy training the new Sparrows and finding out who had survived the attack to pay her any attention. But that was an excuse. Cale mourned his sister. Now he had no one, and Rachael recognised how terrible that felt.

She had never thought she’d miss him.

Still too shaken from her vision to go back to sleep, Rachael got up and walked to her window. A light breeze came in through the opening and caressed her skin. With Ailis gone, she doubted she’d ever learn to control her magic, but then she’d doubted that before, too, when Ailis tried to teach her. If she had an affinity for any element of magic, it would have been air. Fire was too destructive. She’d seen its brutal force first-hand when Cephy tried to kill her, and water terrified her. She’d never learned to swim since there were no lakes in Blackrock. It hadn’t mattered to her survival then, but maybe things were different now. 

The White City, her new home, was built along the coast of the Far Sea. She couldn’t imagine how to use the earth under her feet to her advantage. But the breeze was gentle and reassuring. During the winter months, it had made her shiver in her rags, but it carried the voices of an angry crowd to her, too. It had dried the tears on her cheeks, and now, it kissed her skin in comfort.

Rachael shuddered. The black mists in her vision had behaved like that. Seeing those demons again was disturbing. Her first action as queen would be to purge the prison high up in the city. It had haunted her nightmares since before she fled Blackrock, and it towered over her now that she lived in its shadows. Rachael would get rid of the demons and free the innocents imprisoned there.

Cale wanted to do it now, before her coronation, but she wouldn’t have the authority until she was crowned. She had asked the new commander of her army to cease all interrogations until she saw the inmates herself and decided who should go free and who should stay. The previous commander had been a cruel man. She doubted most of the prisoners were there for a reason other than his sick enjoyment, but Commander Dryden seemed like a good man and had agreed without argument.

Rachael froze. Something shifted in the corner of her room. It was too dark to see clearly, but something was moving. The darkness swirled, drifted, and took on the shape of a person, its silhouette in constant motion as the mist reformed.

A demon.

Rachael held her breath as the creature from her nightmares moved toward her. Cale and Kiana had taught her the basics of sword fighting, and she could defend herself with her hands and legs alone, but she’d never fought an opponent without a physical shape. Her kicks and punches would go straight through the monster. It would hurt when her fists punched through its mists. Her dream echoed in her mind: the way the darkness had cut her and fed off her; the way its tendrils had burnt when they stroked her skin.

The demon mustn’t reach her. She was dead if its dark wisps laced around her skin.

Rachael backed away but met the wall and the open window. There was a ledge right behind her, but it was a deep fall from there. Escaping that way was no option.

An impossible hand made of mist reached for her and touched her cheek before she could move away. Heat spread on her skin where the finger had touched her, leaving a burning cut in its wake. The darkness engulfed her. There was nowhere to run, nowhere she could escape to now. No matter which direction she chose, she would move closer to the demon.

But she had to try. If she stayed put, she was dead. If she moved, she had a chance.

Desperate to get away, she jumped to the right, forgetting for a moment that there was no room on either side. She bumped into her bedside table and cursed. The movement knocked over the still-lit candle. It rolled over the edge onto the floor and set fire to her bedsheets. The monster hissed.

The door to her chambers flew open, and the demon disappeared with another angry hiss. Lon fell inside.

‘Are you alright? I heard a noise.’

Lon’s eyes widened when he found the fire, which was climbing up the wooden frame. He grabbed the thick spare blanket at the end of her bed and threw it over the flames to suffocate them.

‘What happened?’

Rachael swallowed. Now that the door to her room stood open and more light seeped in, she felt childish. She hadn’t jumped at a shadow in ages. The shadows of Blackrock had been familiar, her only home. Rachael hadn’t feared them but had used them to her advantage. The shadows here were foreign and new. Her room alone felt cavernous, and she struggled to get used to her new surroundings. The nightmare had spooked her and put her on edge. That was all it was.

‘I thought there was someone in the room.’ She felt stupid saying the words out loud, and even more so when she couldn’t make herself believe them. The demon couldn’t have been here with her. Why would it have left? Lon was a capable fighter, but no human could scare off a creature like that.

‘Did they hurt you?’ Rachael shook her head. ‘What happened to your face? You’re bleeding.’

Her blood ran cold. She tested her skin with one finger and flinched. Now that the shock was wearing off, her cheek pulsed with heat. Her whole face felt like it had been set on fire.

If the cut was real, then she hadn’t imagined the intruder. The demon had come for her. It had nearly succeeded.

Rachael fought a wave of nausea. The shadows could find her again. The sooner she closed the prison and got rid of the creatures, the better.

‘Sit down,’ Lon said. ‘I’ll get someone who can clean the wound, and I’ll let Kiana know what happened. I’ll be right back.’ 

Rachael hugged herself. She didn’t want to be alone. Not too long ago, she’d found comfort in solitude, but her life had been turned upside down since then. Nothing was the same anymore, and that meant she’d made enemies, too. In Blackrock, people would never have been able to sneak up on her. She’d been able to fight back with her own two hands. How was she supposed to fight a monster made of shadows?

She’d thought killing King Aeric was the end of it, that ruling a kingdom that had wanted her dead would be her biggest challenge.

But worse things than a tired king waited in the dark.

 

Rachael breathed in the thick smell of hay and horses. Since ascending to the throne, she’d taken refuge in the stables. The stable hands didn’t pay any attention to her or whisper behind her back. In fact, Rachael had offered to help tend the horses, and the stable hands accepted. She spent each rare moment of spare time there.

The warmth in the horses’ eyes comforted her and chased the lingering shivers of her nightmares away.

There hadn’t been time to ride Kaori, but Rachael still liked to spend time with the Midokan Dosanko. Kaori shared a space with Shelbie, Cephy’s Appaloosa. Both horses had been gifts from Cale when he rescued them from Aeron. 

The stable workers said horses were clever animals. Did Shelbie know Cephy wasn’t coming back? Did the animal mourn her loss as much as Rachael did? Since there was no one else to look after Shelbie now, Rachael had made a habit of bringing extra sugar cubes. Kaori whinnied in thanks, and Shelbie gently nudged Rachael’s arm in appreciation. Perhaps Rachael could find a new owner for Shelbie. The Appaloosa was a stunning animal, fast and strong; it was a shame she didn’t have an owner now.

Barnaby stuck her nose out of her stall adjacent to Kaori and huffed at Rachael. At least Cale’s horse was still happy to see her.

‘I’ll get to you in a moment, Barnaby. Be patient.’

Rachael missed Cale more than she’d ever believed possible. Why had he distanced himself? The Sparrows were the private army of Rifarne’s ruler, but he’d already protected her before she defeated the late King Aeric. They’d known this would happen. Her taking the crown and becoming Rifarne’s first gifted ruler in centuries was the reason he’d come for her in the first place. She didn’t see why things had to be so awkward between them. Did he not feel it was appropriate to talk to her now, or was something else going on?

Rachael brushed Kaori’s coat and moved on to Barnaby.

‘Does he still come to see you?’

A small, buried part of her hoped she’d run into Cale here, but she hadn’t seen him since she started visiting the stables. Cale loved his horse; Rachael couldn’t imagine he’d ignore her, too. Unless he was going out of his way to stay out of hers. The thought hurt more than Rachael wanted to admit.

Barnaby neighed in response.

‘Here, I brought you a treat.’ Rachael offered Barnaby a sugar cube on her open palm and smiled in earnest when the mare slobbered it up.

Out of the corner of her eye, something moved. Rachael didn’t dare hope. She turned her head. When she recognised his silhouette, her stomach twisted nervously.

Cale stood only a few feet away. Closer than he’d done in weeks.

‘My lady.’ He bowed his head and clutched his fist to his heart. The generic salute of the White Guard—that was all he gave her. ‘I’ll come back later.’

She couldn’t let him leave. Not when he was right there. Not when she wanted to slap him for the false respect he forced on her.

Not when she wanted to hug him and not let go until they’d worked through whatever stood between them.

‘Wait.’ She wiped her hand on her trousers. ‘Are you alright?’

He shrugged. ‘As much as I can be.’

‘I’m sorry about Ailis. She deserved better.’

‘Yes, she did.’

He couldn’t even look at her. Only two months ago, he’d smiled at her every chance he got. Despite all the harsh lessons life on the street had taught her, he made her feel like she didn’t have to survive on her own. And now he couldn’t meet her eyes. Didn’t he see the cut on her cheek? Healer Thea had done her best, and they had covered it up, but Cale was observant. She didn’t believe he’d missed it.

She hated how short he was with her, like he couldn’t wait to get away from her. If her being queen meant he couldn’t spend time with her, she didn’t want the throne. She’d never wanted the damned thing in the first place; this had been his idea. There had to be plenty of people better suited to it than her.

‘If this is about me being crowned in a few hours—’

‘I should see to the Sparrows, my lady. Please excuse me.’

‘Cale.’ She could order him to explain himself. To smile at her like he had when he trained her with a wooden sword behind his house. But that wasn’t the kind of queen she wanted to be, and so she didn’t say anything of the sort.

He stopped but didn’t turn around. Was it this painful for him to look at her? How had they got here?

‘Don’t leave.’ Once, she would have hated how weak she sounded in that moment. Right now, she didn’t care.

‘Please, Rachael.’

Hearing him say her name made her eyes burn. She loathed that he no longer used it. She hadn’t realised how much she’d loved hearing it from him until he stopped.

He sounded so broken. Defeated. Had she done this to him? It didn’t sound like something she knew how to fix.

She wanted to say something—whatever he needed to hear to heal the part of him that had shattered—but her words died on her dry lips.

Cale walked away, the silence thick between them. And with every step he took, she could feel the abyss between them expand.

When they’d first met, she wanted to be as far away from him as possible. She’d even considered running away with Cephy, but despite herself, she stayed. Friends were a luxury, and she’d already lost two. If Cale truly wanted to be away from her, she’d let him, but sometimes, when he didn’t realise she was watching, she saw the same pain on his face that she felt now. If there was any chance he missed her, too, she’d take it.
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The night Rachael had fought King Aeric, the throne room had been imposing, empty, and devoid of joy. Today, it was filled with people, and they were cheering her name.

Hers. Rachael would never get used to it.

She felt ridiculous inside her dress. People like her wore rags, filthy linen shirts, and trousers so weather-stained you couldn’t tell their original colour. Not ball gowns and corsets. Elyn assured her it was made from the softest Midokan silks, but the luxurious gown felt foreign on her body. It was a stunning red colour and a fantastic design, adorned all over with lace and fine stitching. It was beautiful, fitting for her new role as queen, but the many layers trapped Rachael. The dress wasn’t practical. The corset made breathing difficult. How did anyone move in these things?

Behind her stood Cale, Kiana, and Commander Dryden, ready to defend her with their life if needed. Cale was observant and quick on his feet as well as with his sword, and she knew Kiana to be as agile and deadly as a cat stalking her prey. Commander Dryden had been appointed by Cale; he was vigilant, brave, and—while he appeared serious in public—he was well-mannered. Rachael couldn’t have asked for better protectors if the necessity had occurred to her. 

She knew no one would get past them, but it didn’t settle the unease she was feeling. Not everyone supported her as the new queen. How many people against her were in the crowd right now?

Rachael stood before the throne—her throne—and wished she could sit. Her legs were trembling at the sight before her, and her head was spinning. 

She hated crowds. The last time this many people had gathered in one place because of her, they’d hunted her through Blackrock, the White Guard and trained dogs on her heels. Today’s crowd expected great things from her; she worried they expected too much. How would they react if she failed?

People from all over Rifarne were attending her coronation. Ambassadors and even royalty from other countries had come to witness the day Rifarne accepted magic as a part of life, and to meet the new queen. She’d heard hushed whispers about the Prophet Queen of Rifarne, and wondered just how she was going to live up to such a title.

Farmers, nobles, manual labourers from Rifarne, Tramura, Midoka, Krymistis and Vistria had come together to celebrate her. The eyes of hundreds of people were on her, and not all of them were kind. Rachael knew there were plenty of people left in Rifarne who opposed magic, and Tramura had outlawed the gift centuries ago. She doubted anyone would try to assassinate her now, but if Cale, Kiana, or Commander Dryden spotted any suspicious movement at all, her escape could be difficult. The throne room was filled, and if the crowd united and closed in around her… There were doors behind her throne, but how long would it take an assassin to follow her? 

‘Are you ready to begin, your highness?’

Was she ready to lead a country that had wanted her dead not long ago? Was she ready to be their queen?

No. She would never be ready. How could anyone ever be prepared for responsibility like this?

Her eyes flitted between the expectant crowd and the patient priest. It was far too late to run now.

Rachael nodded. ‘I am.’ 

The priest raised a hand, and the guests fell silent.

Rachael’s corset was too tight. Her throat was dry. Only a year ago, she’d survived on the dirty streets of an even filthier mining town, where the people had gone out of their way to avoid even the briefest eye contact with her. How could it be that she was now standing in front of a throne, about to accept the crown for a country that had sent its fiercest commander to kill her? 

King Aeric had seemed relieved his rule was over. She understood why, and her rule hadn’t started yet. He’d known his kingdom, his people, and trying to please them had destroyed him. She remembered that tired look in his eyes all too well; he’d been a broken man, a king destroyed by his desire to do right by his people. Would that be her in thirty, forty, fifty years from now? Would someone else come to kill her, and would death be her relief as it’d been his?

‘Rachael of Rifarne, do you swear to protect this country and its children with your life, to the best of your ability, no matter the cost, for as long as you live?’

She swallowed. How could she? ‘I swear.’

‘Do you swear to give a fair trial to all criminals and pass judgement as you see fit?’

How could she? ‘I swear.’

‘And do you swear to wear this crown with honour, and with pride, and to represent the people of Rifarne in the same manner?’

She was shaking. She was a fraud, and everyone here knew it.

‘I swear.’

‘And do you swear to rule with kindness, with fairness, and justice?’

Maker help her, how could she do any of these things? How many people were waiting for her to lose her nerve? ‘I swear.’

The priest nodded to someone behind her. Feet moved over the stone floor and towards him. Cale’s feet. She recognised the sound in the dead silence of the gathered crowd. She’d know it anywhere. Today, it was his duty as her Sparrow to bring her the crown.

The priest took the crown from a silk cushion the same deep red as her dress, and Rachael went to one knee as rehearsed. A gesture of trust and promise, to show her loyalty to her people. They were hers as she was theirs.

The crown felt too heavy on her head when the priest set it down. It was made from white gold and matched its white city. Rachael wanted to kneel at the weight of everything it represented, but she wouldn’t. Not while people were watching.

‘I declare you Queen Rachael of Rifarne, the first of your name. May your rule be long and merciful.’

The priest went to one knee and bowed, one fist clenched over his heart. The crowd followed his example.

Rachael turned around to see Commander Dryden and Kiana grinning at her. Cale’s eyes were fixed on the crowd. She’d hoped today, at least, he’d speak with her again, if only to congratulate her, but nothing had changed.

The priest stood. ‘Long live Queen Rachael of Rifarne!’ The crowd erupted in wild cheers and echoed his words. Excited chatter followed, and calm, serene music played in one corner.

Rachael had never seen this many people so joyful. How many of them were only pretending to be pleased while they waited for her to trip and break her neck?

She’d never been so trapped or so alone. Not when Commander Videl’s dogs had forced her into a corner, and not when Cephy’s fire had burnt all around her.

As her guests danced, they glanced her way. Some smiled. Others were harder to read, but Rachael knew what they were thinking. She wasn’t fit to be queen. She wasn’t fit to be anything other than a forgotten street rat, wasting away on the cold streets.

Rachael wanted to prove them wrong, but how? She was already lost before their hidden threats and accusations.

Kiana walked up beside her. ‘Come on, your highness. Your people will want to meet you.’

‘I don’t know what to say to them. And please don’t call me that.’ The title didn’t sit right with her. Like a pair of shoes that were several sizes too small, it pinched her every time she moved. She wondered how bruised and bloodied she would be when this madness was over.

Kiana winked and smiled. ‘In front of your loyal subjects, I will. They can’t think we don’t respect you. The people here might embrace it, but the ambassadors from other countries won’t appreciate it. Especially the Tramurans.’

Rachael searched the room for the Tramuran ambassador and his wife and son. What were their names again? Their family name was Lis, but she couldn’t remember their first names. Rachael had spotted them when they arrived and had taken an instant dislike to him. His already light hair was greying, and he carried himself with a cold confidence that reminded her of Commander Videl’s arrogance. His wife’s sun-kissed skin and dark hair didn’t contrast with him as much as her bowed demeanour. Despite the fine fabrics she wore, she seemed a servant more than a loved partner. Even from a distance, he’d struck her as a cold and ruthless man. He made her nervous, and her instincts begged her to walk the other way. His son had been by his side but hadn’t struck Rachael as cold or cruel. He carried himself with confidence but hadn’t made her uncomfortable. Rachael didn’t see him now, but he had to be here.

How was she supposed to make a good queen if she was intimidated so easily? If she couldn’t remember three names?

‘Do you know them?’ Rachael asked.

‘Not personally. I recognise their names, but they aren’t the sort of people who spend a lot of time with the common folk in the market. What if they got mud on their expensive satin shoes? Imagine the horror!’ Rachael smiled. She was grateful Kiana was by her side. ‘They always believed me and others like me to be unworthy of their time. We were invisible to them. I didn’t pay them any attention, either. Why attract the attention of a powerful, rich man who hates you on principle when you can stay invisible?’

‘What makes you think they’ll accept me?’

‘What choice do they have? You’re a queen now, and they don’t rule Tramura, despite what the ambassador might think. Arnost Lis advises the Tramuran king, but he won’t claim the throne. The king has a son who will inherit his title.’

An uneasy thought crept into Rachael’s mind. ‘What if they are the ones who have sent the assassins?’

Kiana gave her a brief shake of the head. ‘Not here. You could start a war if you discuss things like that where everyone can hear you.’

A woman so beautiful and exotic, she took Rachael’s breath away stepped into their view. Her skin was a deep bronze, her eyes glittered with gold. ‘My Queen Rachael of Rifarne.’ She curtsied and smiled. Her dress looked like pure gold and silver, the top half adorned by a golden chest plate. She looked like a warrior goddess. ‘May I offer you my warmest congratulations? Krymistis is overjoyed to see you rise to power.’ 

Kiana stepped in before Rachael could mutter a response. ‘Your highness, allow me to introduce you. This is Lady Nerine of Krymistis. They rule by a different system than we do, but Lady Nerine is their queen. She’s given many Sparrows refuge over the years.’

Lady Nerine gave Kiana a courteous nod and took her hands into her own. ‘Kiana. It’s good to see you well. We were worried when we heard about that terrible infighting the late King Aeric allowed. I’m relieved to see our worries were unfounded.’

Kiana returned the same nod. ‘I was lucky.’

‘I don’t doubt it.’ Lady Nerine smiled and turned her bronze gaze back to Rachael. ‘My congratulations again. There’s much I’d like to discuss, but I will leave you to it. We can converse later.’

‘It was my pleasure, Lady Nerine.’ Rachael attempted the same courteous nod and was grateful when no one laughed at her failure.

She wished Cale was with them. He knew how to navigate a crowd like this to his advantage. She would have welcomed his knowledge, but Kiana knew just where to step, just what to say, too. At least she wasn’t alone.

‘Careful, now.’ Kiana’s voice was low and dangerous, and Rachael looked up.

‘What do you—’

‘Queen Rachael. It’s a pleasure. Arnost Lis.’ The Tramuran ambassador had a look in his eyes to freeze fire. His voice was thick with the hard, untamed Tramuran accent, and froze her to her core. Rachael hoped Kiana would be as skilled at handling him as she’d been with Lady Nerine. This wasn’t a conversation Rachael wanted to hold for long.

Kiana straightened her back, a tell Rachael had come to recognise during their training sessions. She was ready to strike. ‘Her full title is Queen Rachael of Rifarne. It would be respectful for a guest in her majesty’s home to use it.’

Rachael steeled herself, expecting him to reprimand Kiana for her insolence, but instead, he smiled. ‘Forgive me, prze wro. Things are different in Tramura. I’m not used to your…rites.’ He spoke slowly. Venom dripped off every word, and Rachael hadn’t missed that his wife had flinched. Kiana glared at him, all pretence of civility gone.

Rachael had to remind herself to breathe. This wasn’t a man who was questioned often. He was a man who punished those who spoke out against him. There was something so cruel playing behind his eyes that Rachael’s thick gown wasn’t enough to keep her warm.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ Her voice sounded foreign through the ringing in her ears. Every instinct screamed at her to walk the other way and never cross his path again, but she was no longer in that position.

‘Indeed.’

Rachael couldn’t stand his eyes on her. She nodded to his wife instead. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, as well.’ Where his demeanour was calculating and defensive, her eyes were warm but sad. She looked like a woman who’d once been defiant but who’d been beaten into submission. A diamond choker adorned her neck like a fine leather collar on a dog. She stood too close to him, like she was scared to leave his personal space for any length of time. Arnost Lis had effectively leashed her.

The difference between the two people was so, stark Rachael struggled to think how they’d ever fallen in love. Or perhaps love had had nothing to do with it. The other night, she’d overheard the kitchen staff muse about who she would marry, how soon she would ensure the future of her name beneath the crown. Perhaps Arnost Lis had married his wife for power or influence, or simply to have a target for his rage.

She met Rachael’s eyes for a second before lowering her head. ‘You do me honour to speak with me, my Queen Rachael of Rifarne.’ Rachael’s heart skipped a beat at hearing her full title used when the ambassador hadn’t done so. Maybe a little bit of defiance remained after all.

Arnost Lis nodded once more and left with his wife right behind him.

‘What did he call me?’

‘Prze wro. It means ‘traitorous sparrow.’ I’d have gutted him for it if there weren’t so many witnesses. If you’re lucky, you won’t have to talk to him often. Arnost Lis isn’t known for his patience or his mercy.’ Kiana’s eyes followed the couple. ‘I expect Erimentha will pay for using your full name later, when they’re alone. She disobeyed him in public. He won’t stand for it.’

Rachael’s legs shook. Arnost Lis wasn’t a man she wanted to cross, but against all odds, she was curious, too. There was something familiar about them. Erimentha acted like she was his loyal servant, but was she? How much of the fire that had let her disobey him still burnt? She reminded Rachael of a predator who watched until it was time to strike, appearing innocent until she pounced. Rachael didn’t know what she was waiting for, but she hoped it could wait until they’d returned to Tramura.

Kiana searched the masses. ‘Lon.’ She waved him to her and lowered her voice. ‘Find Cale. Tell him to keep an eye on Arnost Lis. I want more Sparrows watching him.’

‘Can do.’ Lon nodded and disappeared in the crowd.

Rachael doubted the ambassador would try anything when so many witnesses were present, but she felt better nonetheless. Arnost Lis wasn’t stupid, but she didn’t want to know how he acted if he felt cornered.

She held her head high and smiled. She wouldn’t let them see how nervous she was. 

People made room for her and congratulated her. A few Rifarnee who weren’t nobles extended their hands to her and grinned when Rachael accepted them. A lot of people eyed her with suspicion, but many were happy to see someone gifted on the throne. Each time Rachael spotted Lady Nerine in the crowd, they exchanged smiles. In this crowd of schemers and gift-opposed, the Krymistian lady made her feel less awkward. Rachael could be pleased with herself if she looked half as confident. Lady Nerine was a powerful woman. Rachael wanted to be on her side rather than stand against her. She remembered what Cale and Ailis had told her: in Krymistis and Midoka, the gift was a part of life. People from Rifarne had fled there to start over under their protection. If there were any chance for peace, Rachael wanted to take it. The refugees were her people now. She wanted them to know it was safe to return home if they wanted to.

A stunning woman unlike any Rachael had seen stepped in her way. Her hair was long and fiery like Kiana’s, her glance both cold as steel and warm like a hearth. The look in her eyes was amused, curious, and respectful all at once. She was danger. She was a paradox. She reminded Rachael of Aeron—dangerous beyond belief, but unlike with Aeron, Rachael didn’t feel threatened.

 Kiana took a step ahead between Rachael and the woman, without cutting her off.

‘Queen Rachael of Rifarne.’ The woman’s voice was smooth as nightshade berries. ‘I have been hoping to meet you. Midoka extends its well wishes and its congratulations.’

‘Thank you.’

The woman smiled, both demon and divine spirit. ‘Allow me. My name is Kaida. I am one of Midoka’s Mist Women and royal advisor to the Krymistian court. My sisters send their best.’ If Rachael hadn’t known any better, she’d have thought the air around Kaida to crackle with power. With life. It was unnerving and comforting, and Rachael wanted to run as much as she wanted to embrace her. She’d never felt so torn about anyone.
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