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        A vampire assassin doesn't have any space in her heart for anyone else...or so she's been told.

      

        

      
        Trained as a deadly assassin since the moment she arrived at court, Sariah knows that her duty to House Dagworth comes before all else, especially her heart.

      

        

      
        When Sariah finds herself at the altar opposite the man she most wants to see there, but least wants to kill, she knows that she's going to have a choice to make.

      

        

      
        Is she strong enough to let her heart decide?

        -

        Heart of Blood and Ice is a standalone connected to the House of Blood and Roses series. It is a steamy vampire fantasy romance featuring a forbidden arranged marriage m/f romance, and assassins.
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      Snow swirls in front of me, the patterns it makes taking away all of my thoughts, and allowing me to actually feel peace. There's a hint of dawn light on the horizon, meaning that I have to head inside or face the consequences of burning in the winter sun.

      I let out a wistful sigh. I'd much prefer to stay out here rather than return to my life inside the castle, but I know there's nothing I can do about that.

      The crunch of freshly fallen snow beneath my boots fills the air, along with the whisper of my cloak as it hits the ground. I should have switched to a half-cape, but I'd been more interested in getting outside than lingering getting dressed.

      The snow melts from my boots almost as soon as I step back into the castle, taking away any indication of the peaceful cold outside as I make the short walk back to my family's apartment.

      I pause outside the double doors with our crest emblazoned on each side, the spider at the centre intricately carved. The craftsmanship alone is meant as a way of showing visitors that House Dagworth is both powerful and wealthy. A House not to be messed with.

      A small bell tinkles as I step through them, and a servant appears moments later.

      "Lady Sariah," she says, dipping into a curtsy. "Breakfast is being served to the training room this morning."

      "Excellent, thank you, Melinda." I take off my cloak and gloves, handing them to her. My cheeks tingle from the change in temperature, but I ignore it as I make my way deeper into the apartment, passing by the rooms to my left and right as I head to the sparring chamber.

      The clash of metal against metal fills the air, along with the rest of the sounds of my sisters sparring with one another. It's almost comforting, especially as it's something I've heard most days since I was brought into House Dagworth at eighteen, along with all of the other dhampirs my age.

      Neither of them stops what they're doing when I enter, which is good. Part of my youngest sister's training is her learning not to be distracted by the world around her.

      I head over to the table laden with breakfast food and pick up a goblet of blood. I take a sip, letting the sweet taste fill my mouth. I'm not particularly thirsty, but I still feel the difference from drinking almost immediately.

      The loud skitter of Juliette's knife across the floor breaks through my thoughts, and she lets out a long string of curses in response.

      "Language!" Marina chides her.

      I can't help but laugh. "She didn't say anything worse than you did when Helene and I were training you."

      Marina glares at me. "You used dirty tricks."

      I raise an eyebrow but don't bother pointing out that I've seen her do far worse when training Juliette. I pick up a pastry and bite into it. The cooks Father employs are rather good at what they do. It's not much of a consolation for the life I find myself in, but at least it's something.

      Juliette pulls a knife from her waistband and throws it at Marina while she's paying more attention to me. Unfortunately, her aim is off and it thuds into the wall behind our sister and falls to the floor, causing more curses from Juliette.

      "You're using the wrong kind of knife for throwing," I tell her, pulling one of my own from my skirt. "Try this."

      She tucks a strand of dark-brown hair behind her ear and takes it from me. "Thanks." She weighs up the knife and searches for her target. I'm not sure precisely what she's looking for, but I don't intervene. It's always interesting to see what she's going to do. Despite the fact she's only been training since she arrived at the palace during the Golden Moon a few months back, she's already got the hang of many things, and part of Marina's frustration is to do with how many times Juliette has already beaten her in sparring matches. And the fact there have been witnesses to her defeats.

      Perhaps I should mention something about it to Father to see if Helene or I can try to train our new sister for a bit. We all have our strengths, and both of us are more even-tempered than Marina.

      Juliette's knife embeds itself in the wall this time, and she allows herself a moment of celebration. I smile in response, remembering the feeling well from when I was in her position myself.

      "All right, enough messing around, it's time to go again," Marina half-snaps.

      Juliette shrugs and produces another couple of knives from somewhere, though I'm not entirely sure where, I'm impressed by her creativity when it comes to hiding weapons.

      I drink more of my blood as I watch the two of them, thinking of notes to tell them both when they're done. Marina will hate it, but that's because she hates being told what to do, while Juliette is much more likely to listen.

      The doors to the training room open and my older sister strides in, her cascading blonde curls neatly pinned back. While it's possible to mistake me and Juliette for full sisters, it's not easy to make the same mistake when it comes to my older sister. She's the beauty in the family and she knows precisely how to use it to her advantage. And to deadly effect.

      "Morning," she says as she comes to join me, a slightly dead expression in her eyes. She might be more beautiful than the rest of us, but it's clear to me that she checked out of enjoying life a long time ago, and is now just moving through it with the least resistance possible. "How is she doing?"

      "Well, I think," I say. "Father will probably want her to do her first assignment soon."

      "Mmm, and then she'll become just like the rest of us," Helene says. "Beautiful, cold, and dangerous."

      I give her a guarded look. She's not wrong, but the way she says it makes it seem as if there are a lot more thoughts lingering behind her eyes than she lets on. But we've never talked about our feelings on being part of House Dagworth, we just get on with things the way Father wants us to.

      I banish the thoughts. Mostly so none of my sisters work out that I'm not happy with my lot in life.

      "Father wants to see you," Helene says.

      "Did he say what about?" It's foolish to ask. I know the answer, I just want more of an idea than it being an assignment.

      She shrugs. "What's it always about?"

      "Do you know who?"

      "No. And it's best if I don't. If I get caught, your mission would be compromised."

      "Yes, I know," I respond. "I suppose I should go see Father then. Will you tell Marina that she needs to watch her left arm? She's going to get herself cut."

      Helene snorts, a small hint of amusement on her face. "Do you want me to get cut? She hates taking criticism."

      I shrug. "Then she needs to work on that too."

      Helene shakes her head but doesn't move from her spot by the breakfast table, making me assume that she's going to do as I ask. I set down my goblet and make my way out of the room, brushing off my skirts as I do. I have to be presentable for Father or he'll lecture me about not properly representing House Dagworth.

      Apparently, it can be an open secret that his daughters are trained assassins, but only so long as our clothes are presentable and we're not making a mockery of our House.
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      I reach into the specially sewn pocket in my dress to make sure my knife is still safely secure. It's not the only one I have on me, but thanks to the extravagant magenta and black ball gown I'm wearing, I've been able to hide fewer weapons than I'd like.

      It's best never to enter a social situation without something to protect myself with, especially when tonight is my best chance to catch my target unaware and do the assassination I've been charged with.

      I do my best to ignore the pang of guilt within me and focus on my surroundings as I enter the ballroom behind my Father and with my sisters by my side, each of them dressed in a similar fashion. We're lucky the colours of House Dagworth suit us.

      There's something truly beautiful about the way the room has been decorated, and the ice theme almost makes me think of the snow outside. A part of me longs to be out there, but I have a job to do, and that means finding my target in the least obvious way possible. One of the reasons people pay so handsomely for our services is that we're discreet about getting it done. No one will even remember me talking to him by the time I'm through.

      But that means I need to make sure plenty of people see me dancing with others who are going to survive the night.

      Helene peels off, though I'm not entirely sure where she's going. As far as I know, I'm the only one of my sisters who has an assignment, but that doesn't mean anything. It wouldn't be the first time Father has given us all one on the same night and not told us about it.

      It doesn't take long for someone to ask me to dance. It might be an open secret that we're assassins, but we're also a rich House and that either blinds people to the truth, or they don't know in the first place. It's never wise to ask which it is.

      I let myself enjoy the dances and the food and try not to think of the unpleasant ending this night is supposed to have for me.

      My dance partner takes their leave and goes off to talk to a friend. I smile a polite goodbye and slink away to the side of the room so I can observe the rest of the guests. It's one of my favourite things to do. It's fascinating to see who each person is making alliances and friends with. It's especially interesting when there's been a new influx of dhampirs after a Golden Moon. They often don't know much about the existing alliances at court, and will form friendships based on the people they like rather than the people they're supposed to get on with.

      I never got a chance to experience that. Father insisted that the only person I was supposed to form a connection with was Helene. I couldn't trust anyone else, and that's how I've lived my life since.

      My gaze catches on a dark-haired man and I suck in a sharp breath.

      Almost how I've lived myself since. Because despite every intention to keep to myself and not allow my emotions to get involved with anyone, one person has managed to creep through.

      At first, it was just the occasional shared dance with the requisite courtly flirting, but over the years it's turned deeper and more meaningful.

      As well as much more dangerous.

      He sees me watching and heads over, causing my heart to beat faster in my chest and anticipation starts to grow within me. I'm not supposed to have a relationship with anyone, but no one will think twice about it if I dance with him tonight.

      "Lord Wentworth," I say, dipping into a curtsy but not breaking eye contact.

      His gaze bores into me and makes me feel as if we're the only people in the room. Maybe if things were different for me, that might have even been possible.

      "Lady Sariah," he responds. "Would you do me the honour of joining me on the dance floor?" He holds his hand out to me.

      I try not to convey my true feelings as I slip my hand into his. The warmth of his touch is almost enough to make me want to suggest we run away from here, but I don't let the words slip out. I have to keep my feelings to myself or I'm going to risk getting myself into more trouble than I can deal with.
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