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      The alchemical formula for love is perplexing.

      Sex I understand. It’s all orgasms and carnal pleasure. But love, that’s something more. If I were to reference academic literature, it would tell you the base chemicals are hormones: oxytocin, dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin.

      Perhaps I find it baffling because I’ve never been in love. But it simply shouldn’t be possible. And yet, I’ve watched Scarlett and Quinn fall for each other. And that’s without mentioning Stirling and Morrigan. You simply can’t explain what they’re experiencing with chemical equations and hormones.

      Love, it seems, is something that no magical mansion, castle, palace or academic can explain. Well, no matter that I can’t decipher it, there’s only one thing I need to know: love isn’t for me.

      I don’t have time for it, not if I want to keep my reputation intact and complete this mission for Morrigan and Calandra. I have to stay focused. Besides, there’s only one woman I could have ever loved, and given what her parents did to me, that has put an end to that.

      I hold my favourite book—Runes and their Magical Applications—close and stare out the window as the carriage rattles along the road. My fingers rub the edge of the spine, its cloth fabric frayed and worn thin from both my fingers and overuse. But I can’t bring myself to part with it. Marcel, my mentor, gave it to me. It contains all the original runes—the old magic language we’ve bastardised and heaped technology onto. I keep it to remind myself that while I work with new magic, there’s merit in the old ways too. I open the cover, let my fingertip skim the inscription. It’s written in a code, and even after I found the key scrawled in the corners of pages, it took me weeks to decode:

      
        
        May the old ways keep us together. Love, your big brother.

      

      

      The carriage lurches as we move over cobbles. The Runic Games are located in Lantis Palace, a revered building that resides in the heart of our realm between the six cities. Accordingly, six bridges lead to the palace—one from each of the cities. What I love most is that each city has a different magic. The academic in me would love to spend years studying them all. But perhaps that’s for another life, another time.

      Lantis Palace is sacred to us all. Though none of the other cities are participating in the games, they frequent the palace as much as we magicians do. It’s home to us all and home to cross-city negotiations too. It’s considered unseemly to fight on the grounds. Some of us call it the Peace Palace for that reason. Ironic, really, that we’re running a competitive game from here.

      It’s rare I leave Imperium. My stomach aches for home as the carriage judders over the bridge cobbles. I try to comfort myself that I’m doing this for a reason. Morrigan asked for my help. But it’s more than that. After I built the security grid perimeter keeping Roman jailed, it flung me into the limelight. He’s the most notorious criminal in the city—one who went after both my friends and the crown.

      The fact I’m the one keeping him locked up has led to a sharp increase in my own notoriety. To say that I’m in demand is an understatement. Which is why the pressure to perform at these games is acute. But I’m no legacy magician. I don’t have centuries of familial lineage attesting to my worthiness. I just lucked out facilitating his incarceration and now my reputation feels… unjustified. Thus, I’m at the games trying to live up to the perception the city has of me.

      And honestly, I don’t know if I can do it.

      I’m just some inconsequential magician from the Borderlands who struck lucky and made a fortune. I need to win this competition to cement my reputation. Prove that I am as good as the rest of the legacy magicians. Prove that I am worth the accolades the city has bestowed upon me.

      Outside the carriage, the horse's hooves clack against the bridge cobbles. Lantis Palace is situated in the bay of the Lantis Ocean—hence the name. The position of the palace was a tactical choice, I suspect—to make it harder to attack. I scan the bay, spotting each of the six bridges.

      Hungry waters and frothing waves mar the surface of the ocean. I wonder for a moment whether anyone has studied its properties.

      There are stories that say the water is alive. That should a magician stray alone to its shore, they’ll be swallowed and turned into merfolk and creatures of the deep. Though whether that’s a myth, I cannot say. The scent of fish and salt drifts through the window. I can’t decide whether I love it or hate it—a little fresh, a little acrid.

      The carriage slows as the palace towers up, piercing the sky like a stem full of thorns. We draw to a stop and the driver opens my door.

      “Good luck, miss. Hope you give ‘em hell,” he says and tips his hat at me.

      I give him a handful of coin along with a hefty tip. The courtyard is bustling with magicians, suitcases, carriages, and families.

      Before I’ve even hauled my case off the carriage, a young magician with enormous ears runs up to me.

      “Oh miss, are you Remy Reid?” he says.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “The same Remy that imprisoned the Roman Oleg?” He bounces on his feet as he exaggerates the words.

      I smile, trying to quell the unease in my gut. “I just made the security grid, but yes, if that’s what you’re referring to, it was me.”

      “Amaaaaazing. Will you sign my schoolbook?”

      I glance down as he thrusts Level Three Runes for Young Magicians at me and a pen.

      “Sure.” I sign the book, hand it back, and he runs off to his parents.

      Somewhere in the chaos is the rest of the team. Morrigan and Stirling are no doubt already inside preparing to open the games. Scarlett is probably working with the guild assassins on securing the palace. And Quinn is going to arrive later. She went back to the Borderlands to see Malachi and Jacob. The boys are staying in the Borderlands permanently, so Jacob won’t make the games.

      The boy’s loud squawking at me has attracted a gaggle of other magicians. I sign three more items: an arm, a notebook, and a water bottle then, finally, I’m on my own.

      I head to the entrance, but a hand grabs my shoulder and hauls me into an embrace. I laugh into the ribbed jumper, the scent of leather and tobacco filling my nose.

      I disentangle myself and give him a broad grin. “Marcel…”

      “Ms Reid.” Marcel’s grey eyes beam at me. His hair has faded to the same shade as his eyes since the last time I saw him.

      “I see you’re more silver fox than tall, dark, and handsome these days.”

      “I’ll have you know I am still dapper enough to have my share of the ladies. Come here, you…” he pulls me back into a hug, and this time, I drop my case and fling my arms around him.

      “It’s been too long,” I say.

      “Far too long,” he says into my shoulder. When we break apart, he keeps his hands on mine. “I hope you’re going to win.”

      “Of course. How can I lose? I had a great teacher.”

      That makes him huff out a laugh. “Oh, fuck off with your flattery. I’ve got to help the other Games Makers, but let’s catch up while you’re here. I’d love to hear all about the famous Remy Reid, prison-master extraordinaire.”

      My face falls, tension leaking into my jaw and cheeks. His face crumples.

      “Life not all it seems at the top?”

      “I…” I don’t want to confess my insecurities in a public courtyard, but especially not to Marcel. He was kind and incredible as a mentor. But he was also a tough old bastard, more stiff upper lip than hugging you while you sob type.

      I shrug. “It’s a wild ride, a little overwhelming at times. I’ll be fine.”

      “Of course you will. I’m proud of you. Can’t wait to see what you do.”

      I smile and give him an awkward, single laugh. The fact Marcel is proud I locked Roman up does not come as a surprise. I don’t think even Morrigan hated him as much as Marcel did.

      I remember one competition, Roman was there cheering his apprentice, Bella on. Marcel was there cheering me on. The two of them ended up in a fistfight over the adjudicator’s ruling. I stand by the fact Roman started it claiming the adjudicator was biased in my favour. Unfortunately, Marcel threw the first punch. Roman tried to strangle him in return, and three adjudicators had to pull them off each other. As much as it was mortifying, it wasn’t the least bit surprising. It was always like that.

      I grab my bags as he saunters off into the crowd, barking instructions at stewards in neon jackets and Games Makers in Lantis Palace robes.

      That’s when I see her.

      Bella.

      My body reacts, my stomach tight, heart racing. This is the one woman I could have fallen for. I very much did not fall. And let me tell you, I’m glad I didn’t. I dodged a bullet with her and her rotten, cheating family. Speaking of which…

      She’s alone.

      Where is her family? When we were apprentices, her mother and father would always be at the competitions. Granted, we’re adults now. But still I find myself curious. A group of young magicians walks past her, whispering. Bella stiffens, gives them the middle finger, and then turns back to the registration desk. There’s a twinge in my chest. I shouldn’t feel for her, she kept working with Roman long after she should have left. But no one wants to be gossiped about.

      She leans over the registration desk to sign forms, her plump ass forming a heart shape. I swallow hard. The sight of her exquisite bottom does things to me. Things it shouldn’t.

      Look, it’s not beyond me to confess that I find the woman deeply attractive. Always have, much to my chagrin. All throughout our apprentice years, I was equal parts infuriated and infatuated with her. But she’s about as legacy as you can get, and I am really not. This is the problem, this is why I’ve dodged a bullet.

      And yet, there was the kiss.

      The kiss she gave.

      The kiss I stole.

      My lips tingle at the thought. A shadow of cherry-flavoured balm drifts over my tastebuds.

      Disastrous really—to be attracted to your biggest rival. Not that it matters. If that kiss taught me anything, it’s that we’d never work.

      Besides, our rivalry is a decade old. It’s etched into the marrow of who we are. We only know how to exist on opposite sides. Our history is long, bloody, and heated.

      But that is exactly why I’m here. It’s why Morrigan begged me to come.

      If nothing else, I’m looking forward to is this competition putting our history to bed.

      I’m going to prove that I am the better magician.

      And as for that kiss, it’s ancient history. She probably doesn’t even remember. We’re both busy adults—I’m very busy. I have a huge busy company to run, an important mission for Morrigan and her mother. And I’m sure Bella probably has a wife or partner. Not that I’m interested.

      I’m not.

      Obviously.

      I don’t even care whether she’s single.

      She stands, her fingers lightning quick as she lifts something from the Games Maker’s robe. I roll my eyes. Still up to her usual tricks then. Another reason we’d never work. She’s far too quick and loose with her morals.

      Tight jeans show the curve of her thighs, her equally tight top shows the contour of her waist, and her push-up bra the mound of her breasts.

      Gods.

      I swallow again.

      She catches my eye, her expression narrowing. Fuck, she caught me looking at her. The corner of her lips quirk into a smug grin.

      She inclines her head at me and mouths ‘you wish’.

      The illusion bursts, and the warm rush of lust is replaced with the hard heat of irritation.

      Oh, I wish alright. I wish for the day when I can fuck the little brat into submission.

      She knows she’s riled me. I can tell by the way her eyes curl into a smile. She saunters off inside the palace, and I swear to gods, she pushes her hips a little wider and wiggles her butt a little further, just to piss me off.

      I grit my teeth and march to the registration desk, a single truth settling in my gut.

      I am going to enjoy beating Bella Blythe once and for all.

      But first, I need to explain how I ended up here. Let me take you back twenty-four hours.
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      I swig the dregs of morning coffee from my cup when my apartment door buzzer goes. I pick up the orb, and the doorman’s head appears.

      “Yes?” I say.

      “Fella in the lobby, Ms Reid. He’s, er… summoning you,” the doorman says.

      “Summoning me? What? To where?”

      There’s a scuffing noise, and a new face appears in the orb. It’s Benedict, the palace chief of staff.

      “Benedict? How can I help?”

      “Her Royal Highness, Princess Morrigan, requests your attendance at the palace.”

      “Okay… I can be there at 1pm.”

      Benedict shuffles in the orb, his expression twitching. His cheeks are flushed, the rouge running down his neck and under his damp collar. Did he run here?

      “No, ma’am, that won’t do. It won’t do at all. She requests your presence immediately… please, and, umm… thank you,” he adds as if he’s giving me a choice, when clearly, this is a command.

      I sigh. “Fine. Give me a moment, and I’ll be down.”

      “There’s a carriage waiting out front.” Then he vanishes.

      I gather my bag, sling my coffee mug in the sink, grab a jacket, and head down to the carriage. Half an hour later, I waltz into the palace. It greets me with a wash of pressure over my body, the scent of lilac and mint and clean air. Like all buildings in the heart of New Imperium, magic thrives in their foundations and their connection to the land, the palace more so than any other. Magic is spawned and grown through our buildings. Magic twists through every mansion’s walls ready to choose which magicians to bestow its gifts to. These powerhouse mansions and castles will always be a wonder to me. The way the palace’s magic glides over my skin, it’s a kiss and a caress. I swear the most magical ones are sentient. The way it greets me is like an old friend’s hug.

      The war room is in the palace's heart, so I make my way down the long corridors and through the warren of grand rooms dripping with opulence. Scarlett and Stirling appear. Scarlett leans against the wall of the war room. She’s holding a short blade and using it to pick her nails, clearly more relaxed than Stirling, who’s pacing up and down the corridor.

      “Finally,” Stirling says. “Morrigan has been in a horrendous mood this morning. What did you do?”

      “Innocent, of all charges, my friend. I got summoned half an hour ago. Came straight from my apartment. What’s going on?”

      Scarlett pockets the knife and kicks off the wall. “You’re both innocent, don’t worry. The intel the assassin’s guild received has unnerved her.”

      Stirling fires her twin sister a vicious stare. “And you didn’t think to enlighten us about this fact earlier?”

      Scarlett shrugs. “Come on.” She opens the door and guides us in.

      Morrigan and Queen Calandra sit at the head of the table, the pair of them a yin yang of black and white. Morrigan’s dark fringe is blunt across her forehead, as midnight black as her jeans and top. Unlike her mother’s sweep of blonde hair, which is a luxurious match for her crisp cream suit. I’ve always appreciated Queen Calandra’s taste in suit wear. I prefer a waistcoat, but I still admire the tucked lines and darts of a well-fitting suit. And Queen Calandra wears the best.

      They stand as we enter, and I bow my head in deference.

      Queen Calandra gestures for us to take a seat at the long oblong table. There’s a fruit bowl in the middle, tea and coffee.

      “Thank you for coming at such short notice,” Queen Calandra says.

      Morrigan pulls an orb I made out of her pocket and it flickers to life, Quinn’s face appearing from one of the rooms inside the old palace in the Borderlands.

      “Hey, what’s up?” Quinn says and settles into a chair.

      “Are you in a secure room?” Morrigan asks.

      Quinn’s shimmery head turns. “Hold on, I’ll shut the door.” She vanishes and reappears a moment later.

      Stirling and Scarlett take seats next to me. I catch a look pass between Morrigan and Stirling, one that spells of unspoken understanding. My legs cross and uncross of their own volition, as I lick my lips. I don’t like this.

      Morrigan turns to her mother. “Do you want to start?”

      Queen Calandra threads her fingers together, her expression grave.

      “I’m sorry to have pulled you in so suddenly, especially because you’re all packing for the Runic games tomorrow, but we have a situation.” Queen Calandra nods to her daughter. Morrigan waves her arms at the far wall, and a screen drops down.

      A string of runes appears.

      “We’ve intercepted some encrypted messages,” Calandra says.

      I squint at the screen, piecing the code together, reading the runes.

      Oh shit.

      My mouth opens, forming a little ‘o’.

      “Quite,” Queen Calandra says.

      “Who sent these?” I ask.

      Morrigan folds her hands. “We’re not sure. They were encrypted with an erasing rune, so while we caught a snapshot of what they said, our security magicians didn’t have time to trace the source of the runes because they erased themselves as they passed through our server.”

      Stirling kicks back in her chair, rocking on the legs. “For those of us illiterate in runes, could someone elaborate?”

      “It’s a message about Roman. It explains the location of his prison,” I say, a shiver running through my words.

      “Oh,” Stirling says and plonks down onto all four of the chair’s legs.

      “Oh indeed,” Scarlett says.

      Hovering above the orb, Quinn’s shimmering face falls, a little gasp bursting out.

      Scarlett turns to Quinn. “We’re going to need you here.”

      “I’ll leave straight after the meeting,” she says.

      This is exactly what I’ve been afraid of. I may have coded the security for the grid trapping Roman inside a cottage with no magic, but the weight of responsibility that comes with that is enormous. Yes, I’m being deluged with praise, but should anything go wrong, the liability lies with me. A terrifying prospect.

      “What does the guild say, Scarlett?” Queen Calandra asks.

      Scarlett leans forward, resting her elbows on the table. “The timing is too coincidental with the games starting tomorrow. The guild suspects, with the theme of the games this year”—she turns to me. “This is confidential information as part of this mission. It doesn’t go outside of this room.”

      “Not a problem,” I answer.

      Scarlett continues. “The theme is prison security. The nature of brainstorming the theme of the games means we don’t know who suggested it, and we can’t know if that person is working in league with Roman, or if it just provided Roman the opportunity he needs to use the games as a cover.”

      I sit bolt upright, my stomach bottoming out.

      “A cover for…?” Stirling says reaching for an apple in the bowl in the centre of the table.

      Scarlett raises an eyebrow at me.

      “For a prison break,” I answer.

      Stirling pales. Morrigan rubs at her temples, pulls the sheaves of paper in front of her into a neat pile as if she can’t quite bring herself to face this. Not that I blame her. None of us wants Roman to escape. But Stirling and Morrigan have the most reasons to need him kept locked away. Morrigan’s parents arranged for her to marry him shortly after she was born, as is the case with princesses and political alliances. When it was clear she had no intention of marrying him, things got nasty. Stirling actually worked for him for a period, but that led to her double-crossing him, and while it was a team effort to imprison him, I’m the one keeping him trapped.

      Stirling stands abruptly. “No.”

      All eyes fall on her.

      “He can’t be allowed to escape. Can you imagine the consequences?”

      Morrigan raises her hands up, “He won’t escape, will he, Remy?” Her dark eyes are like fire boring drill holes into me.

      I sincerely hope not.

      But I put on a confident smile, hope it reaches my eyes, and say, “No, I used the most up-to-date tech. The perimeter is iron proof. There’s no way anyone can infiltrate his prison.”

      Queen Calandra shifts in her chair, tension seeping into her eyes. “You’re certain?”

      I uncross my legs. Well, no, not fucking really. My throat dries and I can’t quite make the word ‘yes’ emerge. So I nod. All the while, I’m running calculations. Lines of rune code appear in my mind’s eye as I check and recheck the program I wrote. There’s no way. It would take someone extraordinary. That, at least, calms me down enough to get control of my vocal cords.

      I clear my throat. “I’m certain. There are only a handful of magicians capable enough to out-rune me.”

      Queen Calandra’s shoulders sag. She glances at Morrigan. “Show her the next message.”

      The screen at the back of the room flickers and shifts. And another string of messages appear.

      “Oh, gods,” I breathe.

      Stirling opens her mouth, but I answer the question on her tongue.

      “It’s only half decoded, but it says friends at the games. The next line is destroyed and then it says. Already decrypted half… then the string runs out.”

      “So, when you say only a handful of magicians, you’re referring to the handful of elite rune magicians at the Runic Games starting tomorrow?” Queen Calandra says, her tone void of humour.

      I mouth the air, unable to formulate a comprehensive sentence.

      “Fuck,” Morrigan breathes and balls her fists on the table.

      Queen Calandra blanches at her daughter’s outburst and turns to me. “Remy, you’re lead investigator. You’re going to the games anyway. But now you’re going with a mission. Scarlett—” She cuts herself off.

      “I brought the list of attendees as requested.” Scarlett pulls a scrap of paper from a bag and pushes it across the table.

      Morrigan examines it. “I don’t recognise many names on that list. I’m sure you’ll know more, Remy, but there is one that stands out.”

      She passes the list to Queen Calandra, who scans the page and then passes it to me.

      My eyes run down the names, my gut churning harder with each successive one. And of course, I don’t need to speculate on which name is familiar to her.

      Bella Blythe.

      My childhood rival. The same woman who was apprenticed to Roman, who, even after her apprenticeship ended, continued to consult for him and run the odd job, including using her lattice magic to cover all his imported magic. It was frankly ingenious. She weaved a series of runic symbols into a physical mesh and then fed the sequence of runes into the RuneNet—our digital communication system. She connected the physical mesh to the digital rune code and it rendered the lattice invisible through a kind of mirage where the runes bent the light around them. Super sophisticated, and a nightmare to undo.

      “Bella?” I say, forcing as much calm into my voice as I can. Beneath the table, though, my leg is tapping up and down.

      Morrigan nods. “Wasn’t that the woman we suspected was working for Roman?”

      Stirling pipes up. “Yes, I ran into her at the auction so Remy could check. Despite the fact her lattice magic was protecting Roman’s imports, by the time we convicted him, everything she’d created was gone.” Stirling shoots me a surreptitious glance. I swallow.

      And here we have the problem.

      The reason all traces of Bella’s magic were gone is because I erased it to ensure there was no evidence of her wrongdoing. And yes, we can debate the hypocrisy of me contesting Bella’s moral ambiguity after that little confession, but…I had my reasons, and they seemed highly logical at the time. What’s worse is that I confessed to Stirling at her and Morrigan’s beach-house BBQ. I told both Stirling and Quinn that I was the one who’d erased it. Thankfully, no one else knows. But I hadn’t anticipated this mess then.

      And of course, now I’m sat at this table, the tingle of panic setting into my fingertips, I’m questioning my sanity over the whole affair. But here we are.

      I shift in my seat, a line of sweat running down my neck. Stirling won’t have told Morrigan, would she? As if she reads my thoughts, she squeezes my hand under the table, and I release a little sigh. The palace doesn’t have rune magicians competent enough in the palace to figure out it was me. Which means this conversation can’t be about that little… what shall we call it…? Faux pas of mine.

      “But Bella was Roman’s apprentice. That’s a matter of public record. And now she’s attending the games. Suspicious, no?” Morrigan says.

      “Well… I…” I start and stop.

      None of this adds up. Yes, Bella consulted and did the odd job for Roman, but she isn’t a fool. Her parents are legacies and reputation-oriented legacies at that. I doubt she’d be stupid enough to entangle herself with him after she narrowly escaped jail. She’s got looser morals than most, and a habit of petty theft that would impress even the most hardened of street urchins. But she’s not a bad person. So it must be someone else.

      “How well do you know her, exactly?” Queen Calandra says.

      “I… I mean. Well enough to think it’s highly unlikely she’s tangled in this mess,” I sputter.

      “Really?” Morrigan says. “And yet, we know she worked for him on his imported magic. Don’t you think that’s highly suspicious?”

      “I think it’s inconveniently coincidental… for her, that is.” I’m feeling more and more like this is an interrogation than a team meeting. Another bead of sweat bubbles on my neck, wetting my shirt collar.

      “Come on, Rem, we need your help. What can you tell us?” Scarlett says, putting her hand on my arm. The tension in the room eases.

      I glance at the list again, scanning names I recognise: Gabe and Alba Merrick.

      They’re legacies, but only just. Their attitude stinks like it too, clinging to what status they can get. But work with Roman? I don’t buy it.

      There’s Eli Winters on the list, but he’s an old boy now. I assume he’ll be organising or adjudicating the event. I can’t think that he’d have anything to do with Roman either. He’s always been on the straight and narrow.

      There are a handful of names I’m familiar with but none that have ever stepped over the line, law-wise.

      Which leaves Bella.

      I frown.

      “It could be anyone on this list. The Merricks are hardly upstanding legacies,” I say, but there’s no force behind my words. I don’t believe them anymore than anyone else in the room does.

      “Yes, but they don’t have any known association with Roman. What about Marcel? He was your tutor, no?”

      I nod. “I was his apprentice. He has enough magic, sure. But there’s no way.”

      “Why not?” Morrigan asks.

      I laugh because the thought is laughable. “I mean, if Roman had been murdered, I’d suggest he was your prime suspect. But help the man out of prison? No way. They…”

      I try and finish that sentence, wrack my mind for the origin of why they hate each other and I simply can’t find it. I mean, I know Roman fucked us over multiple times, withdrawing my applications to competitions, encouraging Bella to steal my work. I know Marcel fought back just as hard. Under his tutelage, I once snuck into Roman’s apprentice warehouse and hid a rune bomb in there. Not a big, explosive one so much as a stinky one. They had nowhere to train for weeks. I’d hide at the edge of the forest as they’d train on fields, watching Bella get drenched. The way her curls would stick to her face as she’d huff about flinging runes and defensive shields at the other apprentices.

      I circle back to my original thought. I don’t actually know why Roman and Marcel hated each other, just that they did.

      Morrigan huffs. “Fine, not Marcel, then. But Bella does have a connection to Roman,” Morrigan replies.

      I’m yanked back to the present. I suppress the urge to grit my teeth because I can see her point. Still, something in my gut is screaming no. I just don’t think Bella is like that either.

      “Bella, then?” Queen Calandra says.

      I shake my head. “Not Bella. I’ve known her since I was sixteen. She’s always had quick fingers, she flouts rules, is moderately unhinged at the best of times, but… jail breaker? She’s more petty crime than traitor to the crown. I can’t put the two together,” I say.

      Besides, Bella is as hellbent on the role of Royal Rune Master as I am. Morrigan’s old Rune Master just retired so she figured rather than interview for the role, she’d add it to prize pot at the Runic Games. But it’s the role Bella and I—and pretty much any other rune magician--have trained and lusted after for a decade. There’s no way Bella would jeopardise that by jumping into bed with Roman again. Not when I gave her a free pass, erasing her magic from his crimes.

      I want to argue, I want to lay down a million arguments why it can’t be either of them, but it’s clear the only thing that will persuade anyone in this room is evidence.

      Queen Calandra’s expression hardens. “Remy, I’m officially assigning you the team’s next mission. You all need to attend the games and find the perpetrator behind Roman’s potential jailbreak. We cannot allow that to happen.”

      A man knocks on the door and indicates to Morrigan and the Queen that they’re needed. They stand.

      “I’ll leave you to discuss the details with the team. I have another meeting I must attend, but I need you to handle this discreetly,” Queen Calandra says. She leaves the room, taking Scarlett and Morrigan with her.

      When it’s only Quinn and Stirling left, Quinn speaks up. “You like her, don’t you…?”

      I adjust my position in my chair. “I er. No. It’s not that. It’s⁠—”

      “Remy, you’re not under investigation. We need you. We need your help. Be honest with us,” Stirling says.

      “Well, I mean. When we were sixteen, we shared a single kiss. But that’s it. It’s not like I’m in love with the woman. We don’t speak. I don’t have a relationship with her above competitive retorts and frequently thrown scowls.”

      “So you’ll have no problem investigating her, then?” Quinn asks.

      My whole body is suddenly hot. I adjust the collar of my shirt, undoing the top button. Do I have a problem with that? Honestly, it feels wrong to spy on her, and I’m not sure why. It’s not like we have any kind of relationship.

      “No. I don’t have a problem. I just… appreciate her skillset. Yes. That’s it. A deep, but firmly academic, appreciation of her skillset. And I truly can’t see a motive.”

      “Remy…?” Stirling says, raising a single eyebrow at me.

      “Her skillset, Stirling. I promise that’s it. The woman is annoyingly good at what she does.”

      She narrows her disbelieving eyes at me, but I turn away. There’s a soft knock on the door and Morrigan sticks her head back in.

      “Sorry about that, I am going to have to say goodbye. But I just wanted to make sure you’re happy with what you need to do?” Morrigan says. “By any means necessary? We must find the perpetrator no matter what. I guarantee you someone knows more than you think. You must put aside any feelings you have for them, Remy. This affects more than just Stirling and I.”

      That catches my attention because, of course, this is what I’ve feared most. From what I know of Roman, he doesn’t just want to end you. He wants to watch you suffer. Take down your friends, your family, everyone and everything you’ve ever treasured. Which means he won’t just come for me and Morrigan. He’ll come for the whole team. Our families. And if he comes for Morrigan, then what is Calandra going to do? Who is she going to blame when I’m the one who built the prison keeping Roman imprisoned? If it’s hacked, if he escapes, everything I’ve built, my entire reputation will be destroyed.

      And it won’t matter if I win the games or not, I’ll never be able to repair the damage his escape will do.

      I’ll be ruined.
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      Was it petty to wind Remy up the first moment I saw her?

      Definitely.

      Was it worth it?

      Thousand per cent.

      Her uptight shoulders, her puckered little mouth. Gods, her distress was exquisite. I’m still laughing to myself when I saunter into Lantis Palace. It greets me with a wave-like rush of pressure. I close my eyes against it, salty, fresh and warm, like I’m on a crystal beach. Well, hello to you too, honey. I shoot it a little magic to say thank you for the kind greeting and head to the welcome room.

      It’s breath-taking and cavernous, stretching wide and long like the maw of a monster. The air is frigid, no doubt because ocean winds buffet the palace. There’s usually a storm just off the coast, and by the looks of the vast smear of billowing black on the horizon, we’re due one soon.

      I glance up. The ceiling is high enough my neck aches. Along the walls are thin windows cut out of the stone like the scrape of desperate nails.

      Ahead of me, a crowd of magicians mingles in front of a raised stage and set of seating, all of us waiting for the Runic Games to kick off.

      Three weeks. Three rune-magic challenges. One fight to be crowned the best rune magician in the city. The greatest honour, especially now they’ve added the prize of Royal Rune Master. A job and honour that is going to be mine.

      Several sets of eyes follow me as I stride further into the welcome hall. Glances that descend into whispers.

      Bastards. I know what they’re saying without hearing them. The same shit my mother is freaking out about. I’m one of Roman’s apprentices. My name is tarnished because of his foolish decisions.

      Some legacy girl with fiery red hair and a nose obsessed with the sky strolls up to me. “You’re brave,” she says.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I snap.

      She sniffs at me, her shoulders shift and she leans in conspiratorially. “You might come from one of the oldest legacy families, but there’s nothing Mummy can do to help you here, not now your rune-daddy’s in jail.”

      Before I can scruff the bitch, she spins on her heels and walks away. It’s fine. I’m fine. They can think whatever the fuck they like. I can deal with the open harassment. It’s what’s been happening at home I’m more concerned about.

      There’s a stage at the back of the room, no doubt for the organisers to conduct the welcome talks from. In front of the stage is a set of seating, though most of the chairs are empty, people too busy milling around, talking catching up. The air is alive, buzzing with excitement and anticipation. I wish I could feel it. But I’m wound too tight.

      Someone here is fucking with me, I’m sure of it. That’s why I invited Red. I’m just praying she can come. She’s a Hunter, a trained killer, and she’s the only one I trust to have my back. I stand off in the corner, behind the cover of a pillar and survey the room.

      Two weeks ago, my RuneNet was hacked, and I’ve traced the fucker to the games. Someone is after me—and I know it’s because of Roman because none of this shit happened before he was put away.

      I pull up my RuneNet screen now. Just a small screen for now—I don’t want to be noticed. It hovers between my hands, semitranslucent. I cast onto the Net, forming rune symbols. They swirl in the air, coppery and shining before I send them into the screen. They vanish and reappear as lines of symbols and code on the screen.

      It’s the greatest magical advancement ever made in New Imperium.

      Of course, half the old codgers in the city can’t get on board with the new ways, but I’m not being left behind. I create a new string of runes. They pop into existence in front of me before I guide them into the screen. They shoot off across the screen to scan the area for the runic signature. But no luck. There’s only a handful of people on the RuneNet right now, and none of their signatures match the one I’m looking for.

      Fucking data breaches, attempted hacks, the works. I’ve had to tighten my security encryptions to eye-watering levels. I have my suspicions of course: Remy fucking Reid has enough reasons to hate me, and she’s the one who imprisoned Roman, so my bets are on her. Marcel Corbin—her old mentor, but I don’t know why he’d be coming after me. Unless… Did Remy put him up to it? And the Merricks. But I doubt they have enough brain cells between them to come for me.

      A woman walks across the stage. I disconnect from the RuneNet, shut my screen away, and focus on the room around me. The new princess is at the back of the stage. I shouldn’t say new. She was always the princess, but new to us—her lowly subjects, given she recently had her investiture. She’s striking, curvy, with sharp cut hair, and every inch of her exposed arms and chest are smothered in Collection tattoos. I suck in a breath.

      To gain a Collection tattoo, you have to study a mansion, master its magic before the building will choose to bestow a permanent connection with it to you. I’d heard the princess was powerful, but with that many tattoos, she must wield a colossal amount of power.

      The room is packed with magicians. Some I know, many more I don’t. I sniff. Most of these pathetic try-hards don’t worry me. Even the ones I do recognise, like Aurelia, Jezebel and Valence, can’t come close to touching my skill.

      Neither mother nor father had the time to bring me here. They used to take me to competitions when I was training—when they cared enough about my results to place their expectations on me.

      ‘Now, Bella, you understand your results reflect on us. You must try your best, child.’

      I suppress a shudder as mother’s voice rings through my head. Today, they couldn’t care less. I have my own reputation to uphold—or fix, I should say. I’m not sure what’s worse, the fact they used to care too much or the fact that now, they don’t care at all. All this is to say, they’re no longer vying for parents of the year publicly, but the weight of their expectations is still a giant pain in my arse.

      No matter, I will win the Runic Games, and then they’ll have to acknowledge the fact I’ve finally achieved something, finally made something of myself.

      My pocket vibrates. I pull out my video orb and clench my jaw for two reasons. One, my childhood rival made these fucking orb devices and, much as I hate to admit it, they’re deeply useful. And two, because I’m about to have my ear chewed off.

      I wave a hand over the orb, and mother’s face appears.

      “Mother,” I say through gritted teeth and head to the side of the room and out onto the balcony before anyone can overhear our conversation. I pull out a set of earbuds and connect them to the orb just to be doubly sure no one can hear.

      The sea air whips around me, making a shiver wash down my back. There’s a short coffee table and a couple of chairs in the corner, so I sit in one, rest my feet on the table and pop one of the mints I lifted from the Games Maker at the front desk into my mouth.

      “What do you want? It needs to be quick. They’re starting the welcome talk in a second.” I practically growl the words.

      “Now dear, is that any way to speak to your mother?”

      I glare at her, waiting for this charade to end. She won’t have called unless she wants something.

      Her eyes harden, and her mouth forms a little pinch that reminds me of the tightest arsehole I’ve ever seen. Here we go.

      “We need to discuss a transgression that has been brought to my attention.”

      I open my mouth to protest that I only trapped Lady Gwendolyn’s micro pig in a lattice cage, popped it on a raft, and left it to float about Lake Montagu because I thought the boring bitch could lighten up a bit. But I close my mouth when I realise she could mean the fact I stole Lord Shenley’s latex thongs and gimp mask and strapped them to the front of his carriage like summer bunting.

      What? It was funny.

      Then I remember a string of other shit I’ve done and realise I have no idea which of the many indiscretions she could be referring to.

      “How could you deflower Lord and Lady Pembridge’s daughter?”

      Ah. That.

      I snort out a laugh. “Deflower? Gosh, mummy, you must be so proud of your daughter for being a horticultural pervert.”

      She bristles. “Well, I… er…”

      I roll my eyes. “Lex is nearly thirty. The fact she’s unmarried and still a vir— sorry, was a virgin has nothing to do with me. It’s not my fault she prefers pussy over peen.”

      “Beatrice Blythe, you wash your mouth out immediately. Vile, crassness.” She wipes her hand over her mouth, mortified.

      I have to bite the inside of my lip to stop my mouth twitching. Gods, she’s so easy to wind up. Something shifts in her expression. A sneer spreads across her lips and funnels right into her eyes. It unnerves me and I am never unsettled.

      “Now you listen to me, you ungrateful little shit. Your father and I have had enough of your nonsense. You will win this competition or⁠—”

      “Or what?” I snap. And I know I shouldn’t. I know damn well I’m antagonising an already irritated woman, but for fucks sake, her unfulfilled dreams and expectations are exhausting. Perhaps she should worry more about maintaining her own reputation rather than assuming I will do it for her.

      Her expression turns to ice. “You will win, Beatrice. You will restore your reputation, wash all this Roman nonsense clean. Or we will disinherit you.”

      My heart stops. She wouldn’t dare. No. This is just her usual bullshit designed to push me to my limit, make me work harder, shine her fucking reputation a little brighter. I throw a mint up in the air and catch it straight in my mouth. “Actually, Mother, there’s no evidence connecting me to his crimes. It’s all rumour and circumstantial hearsay. I can’t be convicted of shit.”

      Which is convenient for me. I still don’t know who my goddess in shining armour is—because there was, in fact, ample evidence connecting me to Roman. And I should definitely be in prison.

      “You know damn well how insinuation can damage a family.” Her lips are all wrinkled and pouty.

      “Do you have a point, or are you just calling to berate me?”

      She huffs. “As I was saying, you will win, or you will be married off to a reputable Lord and produce an heir that will represent our family in a manner becoming of the Blythe name.”

      This makes me sit up. Now, I’ve always known a political marriage was my destiny. You don’t grow up in a house like mine, with the weight of two thousand years of legacy without knowing your marriage will be a political bartering funfair. But whenever it came up, mother always agreed I would have a say. I’d be able to at least influence the short list. To take that away…

      “You wouldn’t dare,” I breathe.

      “Try me. I don’t care who you fuck in your own time, daughter. But I’ve had it up to here with your debasing of our family name. I’ll have it no more. You will toe the line or you will give me a grandchild who will. The choice is yours.”

      I start to protest, but the orb goes dead.

      “Fuck,” I scream and kick the table across the balcony.

      I stand, shove the balcony doors open and drag my case with me. My raging is interrupted when I slam into someone and stumble. Before I hit the deck, a hand grabs me.

      Remy.

      Oh, well, this is just delightfully fucking wonderful. I yank myself out of her grip ready to give her a mouthful, too, when my skin prickles and I realise she wasn’t the one to knock me over. She just stopped to help—a fact that irritates me further and I can’t finger why.

      “Well, well, well. Look what legacy trash we have here.”

      “Alba Merrick. What a displeasure seeing you here,” I sneer. I glance at the stage, hoping the organisers will hurry up and start. While the seats have started to fill, the stage remains empty, which means I’ll have to deal with Alba.

      She steps up to me. “Oh honey, the only thing you’ll be seeing is my back disappearing over the finish line. I can’t believe they let wasters like you enter.”

      I smile, really pouring in as much sweetness and delight as I can. Then I grab her collar and push my lips onto hers, giving her a brief kiss. She freezes up in a way that screams of repressed denial. So I lean into her ear and whisper low enough only she can hear.

      “See, I think you have a secret penchant for trash like me.”

      She shoves me off. “Go fuck yourself Bella.”

      “A-plus comeback there, Albs,” I smirk and glance at Remy, who’s possibly even stiffer than Alba was. Gods, what is with everyone today?

      A pale man with hair as dark and feathery as a crow sidles up behind Alba. Outstanding. One Merrick wasn’t enough.

      “Gabe,” I spit.

      “Miss Blythe,” his nose and mouth point like a beak. Yeah, it definitely wasn’t them who hacked me. You can tell there’s fuck all going on between their ears. It’s the dazed and vacant looks that give it away.

      “I’m amazed Lady Blythe is even letting you out in public. How you’re related to her I’ll never know,” Alba sneers.

      “Gods Alba, I know my mum’s a MILF, but if you’re that desperate you should have just said. I’m sure I can arrange a date.”

      Her nostrils flare so wide I swear she’ll take off. Next to me, Remy shifts, stands a little taller. All my least favourite people in one place. Exactly how I wanted to start the Runic Games. At least I can train my sights on them all.

      Gabe looks down his nose at Remy, his lip curling as if he can smell something gross. “If it isn’t New Imperium’s latest celebrity Borderling.”

      Alba sucks in a little gasp as if even she’s surprised he’d use the word. Borderling is an awful insult. I might dislike Remy but I’d never call her that.

      I step right up to Gabe, not giving a flying fuck that I only reach his chest. And I stab a finger into his solar plexus, the hum of magic frizzing at the tip; a threat, a warning, a promise.

      “Jealousy is an ugly look, Gabe. But then I suppose it matches your personality.”

      “Well, isn’t this pleasant? Should I commiserate for you now or after I win?” he says and steps away from me.

      Alba sticks her beak-nose in the air. “Must be awful for you,” she says.

      “What’s that?” I ask, indulging the wench.

      “Knowing you’re only here because of your parents’ money. Not because of your skill.”

      I want to punch her. It takes every ounce of self-control not to lash out. Not because of her pathetic jibes, but because she hits a little too close to home. My parents would never pay for me to enter this competition, gods forbid. But there is this little sliver of doubt that likes to play with me. What if I’m not good enough? What if I actually can’t meet their expectations? Of course, it’s all psychological bullshit. I’m beyond brilliant. But we all have our off days.

      Remy steps between us, as if trying to calm things. Trust me, Remy, I am calm. Calmly plotting their fucking demise.

      “Oh, Alba…” I coo. “It takes legacy trash to know legacy trash. Let’s not be name calling, hey?”

      She narrows her eyes at me, but her brother tugs at her arm.

      I blow her a kiss.

      She spins on her heel and vanishes into the crowd.

      I scan Remy’s face, trying to work out if it’s her that’s been fucking with me. Someone wants access to my RuneNet, access to me. The Merricks might enjoy the smack talk but what reason do they really have to hate me? No. Remy is far more likely the one fucking with me. I narrow my eyes at her. What I want to know is why. Is it because she knows I was working with Roman? She is the city’s sweetheart after she jailed him. To my surprise, Remy’s lips are twitching like she’s trying to stifle laughter.

      “You can fuck off too,” I snap.

      “Now, now, we all know you like me more than the Merricks…” She raises an eyebrow at me.

      I’m sorry, what? Perhaps she’s taken the rod out of her backside at last and that is quite the unexpected turn of events.

      I round on her, take a sudden step forward. She hesitates, steps back as if my proximity to her is unsettling. Good. I like her unsettled, means I’m more likely to win. Her bottom lip drops, her breathing hitches.

      Oh, I can have fun with this. Does she have the hots for me? I thought we had left that in the past. Is that why she’s hacking into my accounts? She’s obsessed with me?

      I step into her personal space. She flinches like she’s going to move back. But then she surprises me again me by holding her ground. We’re so close I can smell her perfume. The rich scent of bergamot and vetiver. I close my eyes, lean in, and inhale. Remy’s breath hitches another notch.

      Oh gods, this is fun. I do enjoy knowing I’ve unnerved her. Though the knowledge sends a pulse of electricity right to my clit. How inconvenient. I thought at least I’d left that in the past. Suddenly this isn’t so fun.

      I snap my gaze to hers. She runs a hand through her ice white hair. Her throat bobs.

      “You can be a real dick, Bella.”

      I let my tongue run over my lips and hold her dark eyes in my gaze. “Perhaps. But we both know that’s why you’ve always wanted to fuck me, Remy.”

      Her jaw flickers like she’s going to challenge me.

      “Nice to see you’re appreciating your freedom.” Her top lip curls.

      There’s no way.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I whisper.

      This time, Remy is the one leaning in. Her breath trickles over my ear, sending shivers straight down my spine and into my pussy. I loathe this woman. I’m not sure if it’s because of her genuine brilliance with runes. Our long-standing must-be-better-score-higher-kick-your-ass rivalry, or that despite years of competing both on and off the digital field, she is the only person with the lady balls to play me at my own game. She also happens to be the only one who won’t stand for my bullshit. And isn’t that the turn on? Not that I’d admit that, either.

      “You owe me, Bella Blythe. And I always collect my debts.”

      She leans back; her perfect smug lips drawn into a pout that could break hearts. For the first time, I’m stunned into silence. Not least because she’s referring to the kiss she stole from me… The one I stole back…

      Okay, okay, okay, fine. That was a lie. She didn’t kiss me first; I kissed her. But I swear it was because I was under extreme stress. So yes, I caved and kissed her—but that’s a secret I will take to my fucking grave. And I’ll gut any bitch that says different. And no, I don’t want to talk about this right now.

      Anyway, back to this revelation: I’m stunned silent because it was her. Remy fucking Reid is the reason I’m free?

      Why the hell did she do it?

      I’d half wondered if Roman had gone and lost his head, had a moment of genuine moral conscience and had someone cover them for me. But I put paid to that notion when I got the first note. But that is a story for a different day.

      But Remy?

      Remy? Miss moral and upstanding, do-good professor, on-the-side-of-her-extremely-busy-business-Reid?

      That is unexpected.

      Which begs the question why?

      Remy’s hand comes to my chin and pushes my mouth shut. There’s a moment between us, her hand still on my jaw. The realisation of what she did, the fact she broke the law to protect me, crashes into reality and my expression bugs wide, wide, wide.

      What the ever-loving fuck?

      Our eyes lock, and an intensity that’s suffocating passes between us. I can’t breathe. I have to know why she did it. Why she’d take a risk like that for me?

      “But you hate m—” her thumb silences me, pressing my lips shut.

      “You’re welcome.” And then she’s gone, vanishing into the crowd, and I’m left standing there, my heart pounding between my ribs with the knowledge that Remy fucking Reid is the one who saved me from prison.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




OEBPS/images/lattice-2.png





OEBPS/images/crown.png






OEBPS/images/book-big.png






OEBPS/images/logo-rr-01.png





