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Scarlett Valerian – Illegitimate daughter of Emperor Kalias and ruthless sorceress Zandri, and a descendant of the Sorceress. Ambitious for the Ravalian throne, she survived multiple assassination attempts by her half-brothers, Prince Roran and Prince Cassius. Has natural illusion magic and developed death magic after drowning.


During the Trials, Scarlett disguised herself as a contestant named Sabine to help Mira survive. But Mira’s engagement to Cassius made her a threat and Scarlett worked with Zandri to frame Mira for killing Emperor Kalias. Scarlett plans to eliminate her half-brothers, deal with Mira and become empress of the Ravalian Empire.


Roran Valerian – Eldest son of Emperor Kalias and Empress Ivalene, and Crown Prince of the Ravalian Empire. Executed Mira’s mother on the emperor’s orders, tried to murder his brother Cassius and half-sister Scarlett and is now next in line for the Ravalian throne. Currently fighting to subjugate Kalure.


Cassius Valerian – Youngest son of Emperor Kalias and Empress Ivalene, brother to Roran and half-brother to Scarlett. Conspired with Mira in his own grab for power, tricking her into implicating his fiancée’s family as traitors and forcing Mira into a political engagement with him. Was taken hostage by Mira and transported to Kalure as a prisoner.


Aric – Mira’s childhood friend, combat trainer and lover. Originally from the Elusive Isles, he competed in the Trials with Mira and became a Warrior. Sought revenge against Prince Roran for killing his brother Kain, but chose to be with Mira instead. Mistakenly believes Mira betrayed him and was responsible for his sister Lillian’s death. Now loyal to Scarlett and intends to kill Roran for her.


Severin – Scarlett’s secret lover, a powerful seer from the Western Lands and the head of the Order of Artisans. Zandri decided to murder him to maintain her own control over Scarlett, and Severin allowed himself to die, hoping that one day Scarlett would learn the truth and turn against her mother.


Zandri – Scarlett’s mother and Mira’s aunt, responsible for the assassination of King Arioch of Kalure, her brother. Descended from the Sorceress, Zandri possesses powerful blood magic which she uses to control the magical Ravalian Orders.


Velanthe – Kalurian high priestess of the Temple dedicated to the Sorceress, the last stronghold of the Kalurian rebels.


Odessa Tiran – Formerly engaged to Cassius and a member of the Order of Masks. Wrongly imprisoned until Mira aided her escape and brought her to Kalure.


The Sorceress – An immortal deity whose whereabouts are unknown. The first queen of Kalure, worshipped by the Temple and its priestesses.


Lillian – Aric’s sister and Mira’s best friend. She was killed during Emperor Kalias’s assassination but resurrected by Scarlett, and is now magically tied to her.


Darius – Leader of the rebels in Ravalia and friend to Mira’s mother. Mira broke him out of the Ravalian dungeons and he helped her escape to Kalure.


Jadis and Elian – Twins and orphans, part of the Ravalian resistance. Fled with Mira and Darius to Kalure. 
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CHAPTER ONE



Mira


Ice whipped across my face like hundreds of tiny blades. The Kalurian winter was merciless – as cruel and unforgiving as the wrath building in my throat.


I gripped the hilt of my sword with frostbitten fingers, itching to draw it and run the man in front of me through.


My mother’s murderer. And the butcherer of my people.


Roran smiled faintly, fully aware of my warring impulses. He towered over me just as he had in the arena a year ago. And though I didn’t fear him as I had then, I would be lying if I didn’t feel a chill as I took in the blood darkening his golden armour, or the hellish, raised scar bisecting his face.


‘Not pretty, is it?’ Roran traced the scar with an idle finger, but his hard green eyes were fixed on me. Predatory. Assessing. ‘Healers offered to remove it, but I like the reminder.’


The last thing I wanted was to indulge him. ‘What reminder?’ I gritted out.


Roran moved forward, his boots thudding against the frozen, rocky ground. We had met halfway between the Kalurian capital and the boundary of the Wilds, on a desolate mountain plateau. His delegation – twenty black-garbed killers from the Order of Warriors – looked on from behind a white banner of truce. I felt their longing to end this war with a single, bloody strike.


For once, we were of the same mind.


I resisted the urge to glance behind me – to where twenty of my best fighters watched from a nearby ridge, mounted atop their horses. If Roran attacked me, I would retaliate, and so would they. And perhaps my mother would finally be avenged.


But Roran stopped a slight distance from me and murmured, ‘A reminder to raze the Wilds to the ground.’


‘And here I believed that you wanted to negotiate.’


‘Oh, I’m prepared to negotiate.’ His breath was hot on my face. ‘Surrender now, and I’ll offer you a good death. Quick and clean, like the one I would have given you in the arena.’


Staring up into his pitiless face, I had to swallow down rising bile. ‘Never,’ I breathed back. And then, more loudly: ‘I’ll never surrender to you.’


‘Suit yourself.’ Roran’s tone was dismissive. ‘You don’t have the numbers to pose a threat to me, and when you do come out of hiding, I’ll skewer you along with your so-called army. Perhaps I’ll mount your head on a spike after I’m done, and fix it to the gates of the Kalurian palace. A fitting homecoming.’


‘If you’re threatening me,’ I said coldly, ‘then I must be doing something right. What was it that cut the deepest, Roran? Was it when my people burned your army’s stores? Raided their camps? Slit their throats?’


His smile was a terrible thing. ‘Not without casualties.’


‘Always higher for you, I hear. That’s the thing about guerrilla warfare: it’s easier to do damage on my end. After all, we have a large target to work with. It isn’t hard to make you bleed.’


‘You’ve landed a few cuts, I’ll give you that. But I’m not the one who’s about to bleed, Mira.’ Roran stepped closer, until his armoured breastplate brushed mine. ‘You are.’


This close, his features were highlighted in familiar, terrifying detail. With his red hair and emotionless face, Roran could have been Emperor Kalias brought back to life.


My heart pounded a jagged rhythm against my chest, so loud that I wondered if he could hear it.


And a terrible suspicion began to take root.


Roran’s eyes glittered as understanding dawned on my face. I never should have accepted his truce. He had come here for one reason, and one reason alone: to torment me.


‘You could have … sent me their bodies,’ I managed to say, my voice hoarse. ‘You didn’t need to arrange this farce.’


‘Ah,’ Roran grinned, flashing his teeth, ‘but where is the fun in that? Every one of my soldiers you killed, every piece of machinery and grain of food you destroyed … I added all of it to your tally. And now it’s time for you to pay.’ He nodded to his Warriors.


They parted like a dark sea, revealing the two bound captives at the heart of Roran’s contingent. A morbid centrepiece.


Darius looked up at me from his knees. His face was coated in dried blood, and one of his sea-green eyes was swollen shut. Beside him, Nari seemed to have fared better, though the Kalurian warrior favoured her right side. I made an involuntary move towards them.


‘You can see perfectly well from here,’ Roran said, holding up a hand.


As if it was a signal, two Warriors stepped forward. Though neither drew their sword, the threat was clear.


‘How should I do it, do you think?’ Roran asked. ‘A beheading, like your mother? That has sentimental value, I suppose, but it’s positively merciful. Too good for cowards who attack under the cover of darkness.’


I tried to block out his words, but I still felt the horror of them. ‘What can I give you in exchange for their lives?’


He pretended to consider. Then he said, ‘Nothing. I’ve already told you what I want: your surrender.’


‘In return for a quick death,’ I reiterated.


A curt nod.


‘And their lives?’


Darius shook his head at me, his expression anguished. The cloth in his mouth made talking impossible, but if he could, I knew he would beg me not to do this. So would Nari, who believed wholeheartedly in protecting the Wilds.


‘Two grunts in exchange for a queen?’ Roran said. ‘I’m willing to make that deal.’


I kept looking at Darius and Nari – at the conviction burning in their eyes. They were willing to die for me, just like the Kalurian Governor had been. Didn’t I owe it to Søren Halvor, and to the countless Kalurians who had died in this war, to continue fighting?


‘I heard about your military conquest in Etheria,’ I said, shifting to face Roran once more. ‘The courtiers laughed about it back in Ravalia. The long line of slaves snaking down to the mines. The ones you strung up on posts along the way, as reminders.’ I paused, sucking in a steadying breath. ‘I can’t allow you to do that here, even if it means watching my friends die. But I have another proposition for you.’


‘And what might that be?’ Roran asked, twirling a dagger in his hand.


‘I have your brother in my dungeons.’ I could only imagine the damage Cassius could do if he was reunited with his older brother, but it couldn’t be helped. ‘If you give me Darius and Nari, I will return Cassius to you unharmed.’


‘Cassius?’ Roran released a booming laugh. ‘You think I care about that little deviant? I’m grateful you locked him up.’ Still chortling, Roran caught the dagger and pointed with it back towards the encampment. ‘How about this: you can pick one of them to survive. I’ll allow whoever you choose one minute to run to your side. If they reach you in that time, I will let them live.’


‘What’s the catch?’


‘No catch. I’ll keep my word. But whichever you don’t choose, I will feed to my hounds.’


Tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to let them fall. Roran’s offer wasn’t a mercy – far from it. But if it meant I could save one of them …


I gazed from Darius to Nari and back again. Darius had survived so much back in Ravalia, rising up to lead the Ravalian resistance. He had proved equally valuable here in Kalure, but more than that, he had become something of a father figure to me. I couldn’t look at him without being reminded of all the stories we’d shared about my mother. Letting him die would be like watching her die all over again.


But Nari wasn’t merely a Kalurian warrior or the head of clan Völsung. She was also the sister of Vølund, the warlord the clans had chosen as their leader. If I chose a Ravalian over her, I risked alienating Vølund and losing the support of his warriors – which meant losing this war against Roran.


I can’t do it, I realised, looking at Darius with blurry eyes. I can’t save you.


Darius blinked once, as if telling me that he understood.


‘I choose …’ My gaze was drawn to Nari, who was watching me intently. Despite her fierceness, despite her resolve to die with honour, she wanted to live. ‘… Darius,’ I finished. ‘I choose Darius.’


Nari’s expression turned as cold and distant as the snow-capped mountains around us. I had dangled hope in front of her and then snatched it away – the cruellest torment of all.


She couldn’t possibly hate me more than I hated myself. But I didn’t try to reverse my decision. I couldn’t.


‘Release him,’ Roran called, and his Warriors complied.


Darius stumbled forward, and I gasped at the mottled bruising and raised scars criss-crossing his pale chest. It had only been two days since I’d lost contact with him. Two days—


‘Shouldn’t you be running?’ Roran asked mildly.


Panic flared in Darius’s eyes. He lurched forward with all the grace of a drunk person, and I realised with a surge of terror that Roran hadn’t merely had Darius beaten, or deprived of food and water. He had weakened him with some toxin or drug.


‘I thought Ravalians prided themselves on honour,’ I spat at Roran.


‘There is no honour in war.’ He kept his voice low, so that only I could hear him. ‘Every true leader knows that, Kasmira. It’s time you learnt it, too.’


Furious tears flowed down my cheeks. Darius was making ground, but he wasn’t moving fast enough. His own body was betraying him; a body that he had trained and honed and relied upon for decades. Watching him lurch sideways only to right himself temporarily and push on was more than I could bear.


Then he fell.


Blood poured from his nose as he struggled to rise, using his single arm to push off the ground.


My legs tensed, preparing to run to him—


‘You do that,’ Roran said, the point of his blade pressing against my sternum, ‘and this truce is over. I will have the excuse I need to kill you and the rest of your people.’


I looked up at Roran, hating him more than I had ever hated anyone in my life. Even Emperor Kalias.


‘I will kill you for this,’ I vowed. ‘And when I do, I will show you as much mercy as you’ve shown today.’


‘I look forward to it.’


Both Roran and I were watching Darius now. We all knew what this was, but still Darius staggered towards me. Still, he refused to give up.


His love for me was bright in his one open eye. I hoped he saw the answering love in my own.


Roran brushed his thumb across my tear-stained cheek. I wanted to slap it away, but my body was frozen in place.


And then he let his hand fall.


‘Close,’ he announced, advancing on Darius – one slow, deliberate step after another. ‘But not close enough.’


Roran’s sword pierced Darius’s heart. A clean, fatal strike. Darius was dead before he even hit the ground. Less than five metres away from me.


I fell to my knees. When I had watched my mother die, I had been consumed by grief and hatred. But staring at the vacant face of the man I had come to love like a father, there was only numbness.


‘Now this feels familiar, Kasmira,’ Roran said, and I was dimly aware of him standing over me. ‘I wonder how many more loved ones you’ll lose before this war is done. Fortunately, I have a long list to choose from.’


His shadow retreated, the dying light of the sun reaching me once more. But its warmth didn’t touch me.


‘Enough of this theatre,’ I heard Roran shout to his Warriors. ‘Release the Kalurian.’


Another trick. It had to be.


I raised my head to watch Nari crossing the stretch of plain that had claimed Darius’s life. Flakes of snow drifted down from above, but even tired and freezing, Nari kept her head held high, her kohl-darkened eyes locked on Roran.


As she passed him, Roran grasped her arm. She and I both tensed, readying ourselves for the killing blow.


But he merely said, ‘Return to your brother with my blessing and this offer: if Vølund surrenders Kasmira Volaris to me, I will consider the Wilds an independent territory, under his jurisdiction.’ I stared at Nari in shock, willing her to look at me. But she only had eyes for Roran as he continued, ‘You have seen how little regard your so-called queen has for Kalurian lives. I will give you until the end of the month to decide.’


He strode back to his encampment without sparing me another glance. There was no need to torment me further. He had already landed the crippling blow.


Nari crouched beside Darius’s body and pressed two fingers to his brow – a Kalurian gesture of respect to honour a fallen warrior. When she rose, I couldn’t remain silent any longer.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I told her, my voice breaking. ‘I never meant to—’


At last Nari looked at me. She was so tall I had to crane my neck to meet her dark eyes, a striking contrast with her long, braided blonde hair. As the wind picked up, the bones woven into her braids jangled – an eerie, discordant sound.


‘My life is irrelevant, Kasmira.’ Though she spoke without inflection, I heard the accusation in her words. ‘But what I represent isn’t.’


‘You can’t take Roran’s offer to your brother.’ It was the wrong thing to say – I was making all the wrong decisions, one after another, and I sensed Nari’s respect for me draining away. But I had to convince her. I had to try. ‘You’ve seen what Roran is. He’s a monster, and he won’t keep his word.’


I felt even more diminished under the weight of Nari’s disappointed stare. ‘It is up to Vølund and the clans to decide whether to accept Roran’s offer. But you will have the chance to plead your case.’


I watched Nari walk back to her warriors, recognisable as berserkers by the bones in their hair and the animal pelts over their chain mail. They greeted her with far more affection than they had ever shown me, and as I looked on from a distance, I was reminded that there was a very good reason why Vølund had empowered Nari to act in his stead. She might not have been descended from the Sorceress like I was, but she looked like a warrior queen – and I had no doubt that Vølund was her male equivalent. A physical embodiment of the fearsome, ancient Kalurian kings who had ruled long before the Sorceress’s line.


Given the distrust between the clans and the Temple, given their wariness of blood magic and a half-Ravalian ruler … I was terrified that was exactly what Vølund would become. A Kalurian king, with no need for the Temple – or for me.


I slumped back onto the hard ground, studying Darius’s ravaged face, the frost clinging to his closed eyelids. I tried to imagine him at peace, finally reunited with my mother, but it didn’t work. Despite all the Temple services I had attended, I still didn’t believe in an afterlife.


‘Come on, Mira.’ Jadis and her brother, Elian, helped me stand. Tear-tracks gleamed on Jadis’s dark skin, and I remembered Darius telling me that he had taken Jadis and Elian in as children, after their parents were killed by Ravalian Warriors. ‘We’re no longer protected by the banner of truce – we can’t stay here.’


‘The berserkers will defend us—’


‘No,’ Jadis said, an edge to her voice. ‘They won’t.’


I glanced at the spot where the Kalurian warriors should have been, but saw only an empty ridge. They had left for the Wilds without waiting for my order. Without giving any thought to their queen.


Icy fear speared my heart.


‘It will be dark soon,’ Jadis pressed, but I didn’t need her to convince me of the danger we were in.


Between the three of us, we carried Darius’s body across the mountain pass, one painstaking step after another.


The bloodcurdling howls of Roran’s hounds followed us all the way back to the Temple.
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CHAPTER TWO



Mira


At dawn, the full extent of my failure would become known. Three thousand Kalurian warriors.


Three thousand.


For months they had been stationed in a nearby field for our protection, maintaining a respectful distance. Now they encircled the Temple like a ring of steel, their hands on their swords. Fully prepared to cut down anyone who tried to resist Vølund’s authority.


I met their eyes as I passed through their ranks. Most were warriors I had sparred with, warriors who had pledged their loyalty to me and listened as I outlined military campaigns. I hoped they remembered that now. I hoped they looked at me and felt the shame of their actions.


From ruler to glorified prisoner, I thought bitterly. How quickly loyalty shifts.


‘No one else in or out,’ Thoren told me, his voice a harsh rasp. ‘Nari’s orders.’


I paused on the well-worn sandstone steps. Behind me, I felt Jadis and Elian move closer – guarding my back.


‘Surely the priestesses can—’


‘No exceptions.’


I held Thoren’s gaze, refusing to be intimidated by his hulking build or the emerald tattoos on his pale cheeks, marking him as chieftain of clan Asbjørn. ‘Until Vølund makes his decision, I am still your queen. And as your queen,’ I said loudly, my words carrying to his companions, ‘I am ordering you to make an exception. Those people out there—’ I nodded at the makeshift dwellings spanning from the Temple walls to the forest beyond— ‘depend on food and water from the Temple stores. Are you willing to have their deaths on your conscience?’


‘Vølund will be here soon enough.’ Thoren folded his muscular arms. ‘He can decide what happens to them then.’


I was so angry I could have taken his axe and gutted him. The Kalurian refugees had been ousted from their homes in the capital – men and women and children who had come here for my help, my protection, and now …


I had failed them. Just like I had failed Darius.


But I would fix it. Even if it meant crossing a line I had hoped not to.


Straightening my shoulders, I entered the Temple complex. Large doors inlaid with bronze carvings opened into a pillared courtyard, surrounded by colonnades. During the day, the banquet hall and work spaces were filled with cooks busily preparing meals, artisans crafting wood and metal in their workshops, and servants filling store rooms with grain and other necessities. But at night everything was dark and still, people having retired to their living quarters on the level above.


‘You should get some rest, Mira,’ Jadis said to me, her exhaustion obvious. Her hands were covered in dirt; she and Elian had helped me bury Darius in the forest close to the Temple. ‘There’s nothing that can be done tonight.’


She was wrong. High above, in the Inner Sanctum, Velanthe would be waiting for me. It had been bad enough seeing the disappointment in Nari’s face. It would be even worse to see it in the high priestess’s.


But if tonight had shown me anything, it was that Velanthe was right. If I was going to be a true queen, I needed to embrace every advantage at my disposal. Even the ones I found unpalatable.


‘Go on without me,’ I told Jadis, already turning away from her and Elian. ‘I’ll see you both tomorrow.’


A set of double doors barred the way to the main domed Temple – almost as tall as the mountain it was built into and fashioned from dark basalt stone. The inside wasn’t any more inviting. A faint smell of sulphur wafted from the cavernous chamber far below, where priestesses cleansed themselves in the hot springs before ceremonies. Firelit wall sconces illuminated my way as I followed the curving staircase upwards.


The whisper of silk alerted me before the priestesses came into view, their youthful faces cast in a faint reddish glow. They bowed their heads as I passed into the Inner Sanctum – an imposing expanse of polished black stone, with towering columns holding up a high ceiling.


It had been designed to dwarf those who entered, but as I walked through the echoey chamber, I felt even more insignificant than usual. The Sorceress’s life-sized statue dominated the space, a reminder of the legacy I had to live up to. A legacy I was falling short of.


Velanthe was waiting for me at the base of the statue. She raised her hands in ceremonial greeting and the material of her dress moved with her, attached to her arms by fitted black bracelets. As high priestess, she was the only member of the Temple permitted to wear the Sorceress’s colour, striking ebony silk criss-crossing her chest before falling to the floor in slitted panels. In front of her was an obsidian altar, usually overflowing with blood offerings.


Tonight, a person was laid out on it instead.


Swallowing down apprehension, I asked, ‘Did anyone see you take him from the dungeons?’


‘No.’ Velanthe set the small bowl on the altar, her auburn braids snaking over her shoulders. ‘I made sure there were no witnesses.’


The words chilled me, because there was only one reason she needed to be concerned with witnesses. But I had faced enough death today that the prospect of sending one more soul to the afterlife … well, it was still horrifying, but no longer unthinkable.


Not like it had been months earlier, when Velanthe had first informed me of the price blood magic demanded.


I watched the faint rise and fall of the man’s chest. As I did, I noticed the smudged, bloody line across his forehead.


My eyes flicked to the bowl Velanthe had set down. The liquid inside was dark and thick.


‘I have tried to be patient with you, Kasmira,’ Velanthe said, each word as sharp as the blades she kept hidden on her person. ‘But we’re out of time. Your actions tonight may well have cost us everything.’


I didn’t try to make excuses. The simple truth was this: Roran had outplayed me. He had bargained on me choosing to act with my heart, rather than my head. By choosing Darius, I had lost sight of my position as queen. And I had lost Darius anyway – along with Nari and quite possibly any chance I had at saving the Kalurian people.


‘I’m glad you appreciate the severity of the situation.’ Velanthe’s reddish wrist tattoos caught the light as she picked up a ceremonial dagger. She offered it to me, palm up. ‘Perhaps now you will be willing to take the necessary steps to win.’


Even though I had known it would come to this, I hesitated to take the dagger. ‘There has to be another way.’


Velanthe’s eyes met mine, as dark and unfathomable as the Sorceress’s statue. ‘There isn’t.’


I stared down at the unconscious Ravalian Warrior. He looked nothing like the Kalurian I had killed during the third Trial, but for a moment that was who I saw in front of me: Governor Halvor, his face filled with resolve as he begged me to end it, to survive another day and find a way to help his – our – people.


Fight for them, Kasmira. Promise me.


By killing this man, I would be keeping my promise. But if that was the case, why did I feel as though I was moving further and further away from the ruler I had wanted to be? The ruler my mother had envisioned?


‘You’re doing the right thing, Kasmira,’ Velanthe murmured, placing a reassuring hand on my shoulder.


I wished I could believe that. I wished I had another choice.


But now that Roran had offered Vølund what he had always wanted – the Wilds acknowledged as an independent territory, under his leadership – how long would it be until he handed me over to Roran for execution?


That thought frightened me less than the next. What would happen to the priestesses and refugees who had sought shelter at the Temple? Would Vølund show them mercy, or would he turn them over to Roran as well?


It almost didn’t matter. Even if Vølund did show them mercy, it would buy the priestesses and refugees time – nothing more. Roran would go back on his promises and destroy the Wilds, unless I was strong enough to stop him.


Satisfaction gleamed in Velanthe’s eyes as I took the dagger and sliced it across my palm.


I knelt at the Warrior’s side, trying not to notice his dark hair and lightly tanned skin. Trying – and failing – not to be reminded of Aric. But this man was a killer, not my former lover. He was every bit as responsible for the deaths of my people as Roran was.


I have to do this, I thought as I cut his hand and brought our bleeding palms together.


The moment our blood touched, my eyes fluttered closed, hazy images forming in my mind. Flashes of memory. Not mine, I told myself, forcing them down as guilt threatened to swallow me.


When my eyes reopened, it was as if I could see through his skin. Reddish tendrils were everywhere, infesting his blood. I was connected to all of them; his body and mind under my complete control.


As if from a long distance away, I heard Velanthe’s voice. ‘Remember, it’s all about control and intention.’


I held onto her words, willing myself to focus. My gaze went to the pulse pounding in his neck. His heart – pumping blood through his veins.


I willed it to slow.


That was all it took – one thought. His heartbeat stuttered, its natural rhythm faltering—


Emotion crashed over me like a wave, the man’s mind waking up to what was happening a second too late to stop it. Panic, fear, confusion – I felt everything he did as he fought me uselessly for control, his heart straining, fighting to keep beating even as I willed it to stop completely.


The wave of emotion crested, and the current swept us both under.


I dreamt in red.


‘Drink this.’


Velanthe’s pale face swam into view. She was holding something to my lips – something smoking.


I spluttered at the resulting burn and shifted into a seated position. I was still in the Inner Sanctum, though it was no longer night-time; sunlight filtered through the balcony at the far end of the cavernous space.


‘How long was I out?’


‘Almost a full day,’ Velanthe said. ‘I warned you; blood magic demands much from the wielder. I’ll make up more tonic and have it sent to your chambers to help with the after-effects. But don’t rely on it. Its numbing properties can be addictive.’


I nodded, biting back a gasp at the pain in my skull. ‘Did it work? Is he …’


‘His soul is at peace,’ Velanthe said, her voice soft. ‘And now that the sacrifice has been made, you will be able to use your blood magic at will. The priestesses would be more than eager to play a role in your training – I’m sure I can find a few volunteers.’


Of that, I had no doubt. The priestesses were desperate for me to embrace my magic – not just because of their Temple ideology, but because they believed Kalure’s survival depended on it. Still—


‘No volunteers,’ I said firmly. ‘Not after what I did to Odessa.’


A trace of impatience entered Velanthe’s voice. ‘Odessa would be the first to thank you. You took away her emotional pain – and replaced it with purpose.’


I thought of how I had tried to comfort her in the wake of her parents’ deaths – of how uncontrollably my blood magic had risen up. Trying to impress on Odessa that she was safe, that she had finally found somewhere she belonged.


Purpose? I wondered, recalling how deferential she was to Velanthe now, how deeply she believed in the Sorceress and the Temple. How fiercely she believed in me. Or servitude?


‘We only have a short window to rectify your mistake with Nari,’ the high priestess continued. ‘Vølund is already on his way, and he must stand with us – or Kalure will fall, the Wilds and the Temple along with it.’


My throat went dry, because I understood what she was really asking. ‘You know how the clans feel about blood magic. If I use it and Vølund even suspects—’


‘If you use your magic properly, he won’t know you’ve influenced him.’ Velanthe straightened, the firelight catching on her dress and sending it sparkling. ‘There’s something else,’ she said. ‘Vølund is aware that we have Roran’s brother in the dungeons. He specifically requested an audience.’


‘With Cassius?’


A terse nod. ‘There are rumours you and Cassius were responsible for Emperor Kalias’s assassination. Perhaps the clan leader wishes to speak to you both about your reasons.’ Velanthe paused. ‘Or perhaps his motive is more personal. You were engaged to Cassius. Vølund might wonder about your relationship, and what that says about your character.’


Judging by her slightly pained expression, my choice to lock up my ex-fiancé and alleged partner in crime didn’t paint me in the best light. Ordinarily I wouldn’t care, but I was counting on Roran’s history of conquering and absorbing countries into the Ravalian Empire to count against him. I couldn’t risk coming off equally untrustworthy and losing whatever chance I had at salvaging this alliance.


‘Can we deny that Cassius is here? Tell Vølund some lie?’


‘Too many Kalurians saw Cassius when you first arrived. But this meeting could work in our favour. While Vølund is unlikely to believe anything you tell him about Roran’s character, it will be harder to dismiss testimony from a family member.’


‘Fine.’ I sighed. ‘Accept Vølund’s terms. I’ll speak to Cassius – I know he’s eager to be let out of the dungeons. With any luck, the threat of a return visit will keep him in line.’ I smiled wryly. ‘The idea of meeting a clan leader and foiling Roran’s plans might be enough motivation on its own. He thrives on political intrigue.’


I turned, but Velanthe’s voice called me back. To my surprise, a smile curved her red lips.


‘And Kasmira? If Cassius can’t be controlled by ordinary means, remember, you have other methods at your disposal.’


Though she made it sound like an afterthought, I knew it wasn’t. I paused, staring into Velanthe’s glittering eyes.


‘I thought I made myself clear,’ I said, a bite of anger in my voice.


‘I listened to every word,’ Velanthe replied, holding up her hands in a pacifying gesture. ‘There will be no priestess volunteers. But perhaps there is no need for them. Sometimes, all that’s needed is the right motivation.’


Like a country hanging in the balance. And my reluctance to risk a life-saving alliance on the word of a duplicitous Ravalian prince.


If ever there was a good reason to use my magic, it was to help Kalure. And what better way to hone my abilities than by practising on someone who despised me? Someone whose personality I didn’t mind altering, because quite frankly, any alteration would be an improvement?


Maybe Velanthe was right.


Maybe this was exactly the motivation I needed.
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CHAPTER THREE



Scarlett


I barely noticed the wounded and dying men as I strode past. After years of shadowing the emperor on his military campaigns, corpses and bloodstains had ceased to bother me.


It was a pity I couldn’t say the same for Lillian.


She hurried to keep up with my longer stride, her white skirts – entirely impractical for a battlefield – caked in blood and dirt.


‘How do you stand it?’ she asked, her voice faint. ‘It’s horrible.’


‘It’s war,’ I said, without looking at her. ‘It’s not meant to be pleasant.’


I hadn’t listened to Zandri when she recommended I stay behind, safe inside the palace walls. My father had been a lot of things, but never a coward. Who would respect a future empress who didn’t fight her own battles?


So instead, I had made the arduous journey to the Western Lands. Had endured three days of blistering heat to reach Zigilia, only to spend another two months camped outside Damar, repelling skirmishes and waiting for the insurgents to run out of what seemed to be an endless supply of food and water.


I clenched my jaw as I stared at the fortified walls of Damar, hating them more than I had ever hated anything. Under different circumstances, I might have found my surroundings beautiful: the green oasis where my army had set up camp, the rocky mountains silhouetted behind Damar’s high walls, and the reddish sand dunes of the Sanguine Desert.


But the sand dunes weren’t the only thing encircling the city.


It was also surrounded by a moat of corpses. A tangible sign of my continuing failure to take Damar.


‘It’s him, isn’t it? Severin.’ A frown puckered Lillian’s dainty brows. ‘You think he might have fled here. That’s why you walk amongst the bodies; you’re checking to make sure he’s not one of them.’


I hadn’t expected Lillian to make the connection, and it irritated me. But I tried to suppress the emotion, knowing that Lillian would feel that, too – which seemed exceedingly unfair, since I couldn’t magically perceive her emotions.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said sharply. ‘Severin left the Ravalian Court. If he came here, to muster forces against me and my family, then he’s committed treason and will need to be punished for it. It might be better if he is dead.’


Wisely, Lillian remained silent – though I doubted she believed me. She had been by my side when I’d scoured the Ravalian palace for Severin, sending out search parties every morning. She had felt the same pain I had when I’d been informed, again and again, that it was useless. Severin had vanished.


Lillian stopped abruptly and crouched down, peering intently at the body of a Warrior. I waved a hand in front of my face, trying to dispel the crowd of flies buzzing around the corpses.


‘He’s alive,’ Lillian announced, her face pale but determined. ‘Look – see? His chest is moving.’


‘If he is alive, the healers will carry him back on a stretcher.’ I started walking, but Lillian’s voice called me back.


‘We can’t just leave him here.’


‘And what do you suggest we do?’ I asked with fraying patience. ‘Drag him back to camp? That would defeat the purpose of trying to save his life, don’t you think?’


Lillian narrowed her eyes stubbornly. ‘At the very least, we should tell the healers where he is. Maybe I can wait here, and—’


‘I have a strategy meeting in an hour. I can’t be distracted, worrying about you and some random soldier.’


‘You can be cruel sometimes,’ Lillian said softly. Even in their softness, her words were cutting.


I strode away, not bothering to check that Lillian was following. Ever since I had brought her back to life, I always knew exactly where she was.


‘Those men fought and died for you,’ Lillian muttered.


‘They fought and died for the empire,’ I corrected, and tried not to think about how many men I’d lost today.


Even a costly victory is better than a defeat, I reminded myself. But they weren’t my words.


They were my father’s.


The crimson pavilion was surrounded by four armed men – two outfitted in Warrior black, and two wearing the golden armour of normal soldiers. I had insisted upon it.


The custom was for royals to be guarded by the Order of Warriors – men and women with magical strength and speed – but I couldn’t trust them. Roran had been their royal patron, after all. Now, as our father’s heir, he was only a formal coronation away from becoming emperor.


It was a dangerous edge to balance on, overseeing a war in my half-brother’s name. I wore a crown and commanded immense resources, but I was constantly looking over my shoulder – and so were the Masks Zandri had sent with me for protection. Yet Roran seemed content to leave me alive for now.


If Zandri’s spies were correct, and they usually were, he was wholly focused on his military campaign in Kalure. No doubt his arrogance demanded that he assert full control over the country before returning, victorious, to officially claim the Ravalian throne.


Which couldn’t happen. If Roran ever returned to Ravalia, it would have to be in a coffin. Because if he returned and was crowned—


One battle at a time, I told myself. Focus on the enemies inside your borders. Then the ones in the North.


General Harte and his officers had already begun the meeting inside, seated around a circular wooden table with a map spread out in front of them. Disrespectful, but I wasn’t surprised. The general was a bullish, unpleasant man who had no love for me – or any woman in a position of power. Only Aric and Avril – whose presence I had personally requested – were truly on my side.


Chairs scraped back at my arrival. Led by the grim-faced General Harte, the officers bowed their heads, with murmurs of, ‘Princess.’


‘I invited you here,’ I said, taking a seat at the head of the table, ‘to advise on our next move.’


‘We simply wait them out,’ General Harte said, his voice a low rumble.


‘We’ve been here for two months without progress, General. The army is restless, and I’m losing patience.’


‘It’s important that we all hold our nerve, Your Highness.’ This was said with an edge of condescension, but his statement was ambiguous enough that I couldn’t challenge him on it. ‘The Zigilians rely on water and food sources outside their city walls. Now that we’ve seized those, they don’t have the resources to withstand a siege indefinitely.’


‘Neither do we,’ I said impatiently. ‘Yes, we have access to the oasis, to their livestock and their date palm farms. But feeding an army is no small task, and the Zigilians know that. We’ve been waiting them out for months now, and we’re no closer to stopping this rebellion.’


‘War takes time, Your Highness,’ General Harte said, in the same indulgent tone he had used when I was a child. ‘With all due respect, I’ve served the emperor well on many battle campaigns. It may be best to leave strategy to me.’


‘Every day,’ I said, fighting to keep my voice calm, ‘more Warriors die outside Damar’s walls—’


‘—and the losses are always heavier on our enemy’s side. You yourself refer to them as minor skirmishes.’


I referred to them as skirmishes rather than battles because that was what my father had always done. A skirmish was a minor act of rebellion, a tantrum that could be put down by our superior forces. But with continuing losses, and no sign of action, it wouldn’t matter what I called them. I would lose the support of my army, and if that happened, I would never rule the Ravalian Empire – even if I was the last of my siblings still standing. Conspiring with Zandri to kill my father, framing Mira and Cassius for his death, losing Severin in the process … it would all have been for nothing.


And that was unacceptable.


‘Emperor Kalias’s assassination has emboldened the insurgents,’ I continued, ‘and they’re not the only ones. Dozens of other countries are watching this war with interest, deciding whether to follow suit and rebel. We need to make an example of Zigilia.’ I turned my attention to the rest of the officers. They might be loyal to the general, but surely they could see the flaws in his plan. ‘This can’t be a slow war, fought with endurance and rations. It must be a fast and decisive victory. Otherwise, we’ll face rebellion on multiple fronts.’


Avril leant forward, bracing her forearms against the table. Her dark, braided hair was pulled back, accentuating her deep brown eyes and sharp cheekbones.


‘Not all Zigilians are against us,’ she pointed out. ‘Many were content to live peacefully under Ravalian rule. Perhaps they can be convinced to turn against the insurgents.’


‘A convenient suggestion,’ General Harte said coldly, ‘considering your Zigilian heritage.’


‘That heritage,’ Avril retorted, ‘is what makes my opinions valuable. Unlike you, General Harte, I know the Zigilian culture. I’m sure you can agree it’s better to understand your opponent in war.’


‘It’s also important to know your enemies.’ General Harte’s face was hard. ‘And I don’t trust operatives from the Order of Masks. Let alone Zigilian ones.’


‘How dare you.’ The muscles in Avril’s bare arms flexed, and I suspected she was imagining wrapping her hands around General Harte’s throat. I sympathised with the impulse. ‘I took the same oath of loyalty as you did. I can no more betray the Ravalian Empire than—’


‘No one is doubting your loyalty,’ I cut in. ‘Zandri herself recommended you as the next governor of Zigilia, and I hold your strategic insights in high esteem. Particularly as there are no other useful suggestions.’ This last part was said for General Harte’s benefit, whose face hardened even further. A few of the other officers visibly bristled.


Across the table, Aric frowned at me. Don’t push him, that frown said.


‘Leave us.’ At my order, the officers rose and filed out. When General Harte moved to follow, I shook my head. ‘I would prefer that you stay. Aella?’ My attendant rushed over, her head bowed. ‘Please organise some refreshment for General Harte.’ More quietly, I said, ‘And tell Avril to send a Mask operative to his tent. I want to know his latest correspondence with Roran.’


Aella nodded and retreated, her copper plait bouncing.


As the interior of the pavilion darkened, servants lit fire braziers, casting General Harte’s face into harsh relief. From the perspiration beading on his forehead, I knew that the fire had made the already warm space uncomfortably hot. Several servants had fainted from heatstroke today alone – but my skin remained unnaturally pale and cool, just as it had since I had drowned and come back to life.


To General Harte, however, my pristine appearance only served as proof that I was better suited to a pampered life amongst the ladies of the Ravalian Court. I wondered whether his perspective would change if he knew I had murdered my father.


Aella set cool pitchers of water in front of us. The General gulped his down, unconcerned with appearances.


I watched him, conscious of Aric’s earlier warning. But I was tired of playing politics, and I suspected we both appreciated candour.


‘You’re being deliberately difficult,’ I accused him while Aella refilled the pitcher. ‘I know you don’t like me, General Harte, but a win in Zigilia is a win for the entire Ravalian Empire.’


‘Personal feelings have no place in battle, Your Highness. While I understand you’re unhappy with the war, it’s—’


‘It’s an embarrassment, that’s what it is!’


‘May I speak frankly?’


I drummed my steel nail guards against the table, imagining the lethal points slicing through General Harte’s skin. ‘Of course.’


‘I worked with your father on many campaigns. I am respected amongst the men, and my track record is not in question here. Whereas you …’ He paused, then continued more diplomatically, ‘This is your first time in a leadership capacity. The army tolerates your presence, but they follow me.’


This wasn’t an exaggeration. Without General Harte’s support – such as it was – I risked losing the already tenuous support of the Warriors, who attributed this disastrous campaign to my leadership and lack of experience.


‘Forgive me, General,’ I said with a simpering smile – the kind that suited the court lady he believed me to be. ‘I didn’t mean to question your authority. I am simply anxious for this war to end.’


‘As are we all, Princess,’ General Harte said, magnanimous now that he had won. Without waiting to be dismissed, he stood. ‘Why don’t you retire to your tent and allow your servants to tend to you? Leave the bloody business of war to me.’


General Harte turned his back on me like it was nothing. I watched him walk away, tracking his movements with narrowed eyes.


He had made a mistake, believing he could push me so far without consequences.


A mistake that may well prove fatal.
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CHAPTER FOUR



Scarlett


I closed my eyes, revelling in the sensation of the wind whipping through my hair and the feeling that I was leaving the entire world far behind.


‘Faster,’ I instructed, raising my voice to be heard over the pounding of the horse’s hooves. Sand plumed behind us under the starry night sky.


I couldn’t see Aric’s face, but I suspected he was grinning. The Zigilian stallion lunged forward, propelled to new speeds. My hands tightened around Aric’s waist, hanging on for dear life.


As we galloped through the red dunes, I thought that few things could match this. For a handful of glorious seconds, I was truly free.


‘Faster,’ I said again, letting out an exhilarated gasp that neither of us heard.


I wanted to reach a speed fast enough to leave reality behind. I wanted to forget all about General Harte and the officers waiting for me to fail. I wanted to forget Roran and Zandri and my guilt around Severin’s disappearance.


I wanted to forget everything.


‘Easy there, princess,’ Aric called over his shoulder, amusement thick in his voice.


‘I didn’t think of you as the cautious type,’ I retorted, leaning in until my lips were against the back of his neck.


He chuckled, but the horse was already slowing. I glanced back as we reached the crest of a dune. The Ravalian camp was no longer visible except for the faint glow of fire torches – pinpricks of light from here. They reminded me of fireflies.


Aric slid off the stallion and reached up for me. I allowed him to help me down, his hands steady on my waist. The warmth of his body settled against mine as my boots sank into the sand. I gazed up into Aric’s golden-brown eyes, conscious of how close we were.


‘Thank you,’ I said, softer than I’d intended. ‘I needed that.’


‘My pleasure,’ Aric said, flashing his teeth in a smile. ‘I’m here if you ever need a distraction.’


It sounded like an invitation for a different kind of distraction. I tilted my head, considering him in the moonlight.


Like Severin, Aric seemed born for the Western sun, his skin having darkened to a deep brown. Two months of battle and death hadn’t dimmed the fierce energy about him.


Never again, I had told Aric the last time. But I had never been particularly good at practising restraint.


I tilted his chin to mine, not breaking eye contact. This time, when I kissed him, it was with less finesse and more demand. He didn’t seem to mind. His lips yielded to mine, his arms pulling me closer. The desert breeze swirled around us, and as my hair broke free of its braid, so did something inside of me.


I pushed back against the weight of him, shameless in my want, my need, as I slid his tunic up. Aric pulled it over his head, until he was standing before me in nothing but those tight leather breeches. So tight they fitted him like a second skin, allowing me to see exactly how much he wanted me.


I ran my hands over the contoured muscles of his chest, tracing the long scar that ran from his sternum to his navel. My desire softened along with my hands, transforming into something else. Something close to tenderness.


‘I would do it again,’ Aric murmured against my lips. ‘In a heartbeat.’


My pulse quickened at his words even more than his bruising kiss. I had no doubt that he meant it. Aric had proven his devotion when he stepped in front of that swordsman for me. Shielding me with his own body.


And such devotion should be rewarded.


I pushed Aric onto the warm sand and rose to straddle him. Smiling with feline satisfaction at the look in his eyes, I kissed my way down the scar he had earned for me, revelling in the sound of his soft gasp.


But impatience was something we had in common. The desert heat ghosted over my bare skin as Aric shifted into a seated position, untying the strings of my blouse.


And then it was my turn to gasp. Fire spread across my icy skin, coaxed to life by his mouth – even as his fingers worked to remove the last barriers between us, until his skin was pressed against mine.


My legs wrapped around his waist, guiding him into me. Pleasure sparked between us, a flint turning into a flame, until I could barely think for how much I wanted this. Wanted him.


I let my head fall back, my worries along with it. I had done terrible things to get to this point.


But it was hard to regret my decisions when Aric was my reward.


I lingered on the dune for as long as I dared.


A stolen moment in time – that was what this was. Bittersweet and slightly too familiar.


But I allowed Aric to stroke my hair, even as my mind drifted to another moment. Another man.


At last, I said, ‘You know nothing can come of this. We can never have a real relationship.’


Aric’s fingers stilled in my hair. When he spoke, however, there was no anger in his voice – only amusement. ‘I don’t have any expectations, Scarlett. I certainly don’t have any designs on a crown.’


‘Well, that makes this easier,’ I drawled, but the smile quickly slid off my face. ‘What are you doing?’


‘We’ve stayed too long already,’ Aric said, standing.


I watched him, caught between irritation and admiration. Though it was dark, I hadn’t seen him completely naked before – and it was difficult not to look. Even more difficult not to act on all the things I still wanted to do with him. To him.


Aric smiled, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. But he merely offered me his hand.


I took it with an exasperated sigh. As I stood, I swept my hair back over my shoulder, allowing him the opportunity to admire me—


A wasted effort, it seemed. My eyes narrowed as I watched Aric hunt for our clothes.


‘The perils of sleeping with my personal guard, I suppose,’ I remarked, as I accepted my blouse and breeches from him.


Aric’s soft laugh was my only answer. But I felt the way his touch lingered as he helped me mount the horse.


A smile upturned my lips. Not all business after all.


The stallion snorted and tossed its head, impatient to return to camp. I didn’t share its eagerness, and I suspected that Aric didn’t either. Neither of us pushed the horse to go faster than a smooth canter.


I was close enough to Aric that I felt him stiffen.


My eyes searched the blackness, though I already knew what had captured his attention. Every night, under the cover of darkness, a long line of carts carried bodies out into the desert – where Ravalian soldiers were buried with respect, and Zigilian soldiers were left exposed to the elements. It was an unnecessary cruelty that both Aric and I had argued against, but our opinions had been dismissed.


The carts were little more than dark smudges, making it difficult to see the piles of bodies. Still, I could feel them: there were so many that, even from a distance, I could sense the presence of death. Oddly enough, I could sense the carrion birds too. They were native to the Western Lands – skeletal birds with bright red talons and a maw of razor-sharp teeth.


As we rode past, the metallic taste of blood flooded my mouth. It should have been repulsive, but I was used to it. My affinity for death had grown since bringing Lillian back to life.


My tent came into view, visible thanks to its torches and the guards stationed outside. We slowed to a trot, and then to a walk. Aric nodded to my guards as he pulled back on the reins.


Courteous as ever, he dismounted first and lifted me down from the saddle. I reluctantly stepped out of his arms, but my eyes remained on his. With my father dead, and Roran in Kalure, there was no one to punish Aric if I invited him to spend the night in my tent.


Stay. That was all I needed to say, and for an instant, I considered it. The strength of my own yearning caught me by surprise.


But the flickering fire cast strange shadows on Aric’s face, and I knew who that yearning was really for. Sometimes it was a little too easy to pretend he was Severin.


‘Goodnight, Aric.’ I softened the dismissal with a smile.


I opened the flap of my tent. The interior was lit with torches and covered with cushions. But the desk in the middle of the space was already occupied.


Avril glanced up at my arrival. We hadn’t spoken since after my meeting with General Harte, when she had warned me that I couldn’t kill him. I understood her reasons, but unless she provided me with another alternative, I wouldn’t have a choice.


Thankfully, it seemed she was here to give me one.


‘You found something?’


‘More of the usual.’ Avril gestured to the table. ‘I made copies. I knew you would want to see them.’


The latest message from Roran to General Harte was short and to the point:


Continue stalling. Contain the insurgents but don’t defeat them. I’ll deal with them upon my return.


–R


‘He doesn’t mention me this time,’ I said with a wry smile. ‘No “well done making Scarlett look incompetent in the eyes of the army”. I thought he’d take the opportunity to gloat, since that was his goal all along.’


Avril didn’t laugh. She was the serious sort, but her single-minded focus would serve her well as the Zigilian governor. ‘After your meeting, General Harte composed a new message to Roran. I intercepted it before it could be sent. You might find it interesting.’


I glanced down at the message, written in General Harte’s blocky handwriting. Scarlett is getting restless. I’m worried she might return to the Ravalian Court if something isn’t done. How would you like me to proceed?


‘Can you imitate Roran’s handwriting?’ I asked.


‘One of the other Masks is skilled at creating forgeries.’


‘Perfect.’ For the first time all week, my smile was completely genuine. ‘I think it’s time we sent General Harte some orders of our own.’









[image: Mira’s POV motif.]



CHAPTER FIVE



Mira


The market in the courtyard was thriving.


Priestesses pressed coins into vendors’ hands with warm smiles, while privileged men and women haggled over prices as though there weren’t desperate refugees outside our walls. I understood the reason for the pretence; we needed to keep up morale, to pretend that we weren’t surrounded by thousands of Vølund’s fighters. But it reminded me too much of the Ravalian Court; the sickening divide between the rich nobles in the palace and the desperate people in the Lower Districts.


‘You’re scowling, Mira.’


I didn’t flinch at the sound of Odessa’s soft voice. As a member of the Order of Masks, she had a talent for disappearing into the shadows – and Velanthe had been quick to take advantage of it, asking Odessa to keep an eye on me. A job that she took very seriously, when she wasn’t kneeling before the Sorceress’s altar with the rest of the priestesses.


‘I haven’t had the best morning,’ I replied. ‘I’ve been fielding constant questions about Nari’s return, which means lying through my teeth – all while worrying that Vølund will accept Roran’s deal.’


‘He won’t.’ This time, Odessa’s voice was like steel. ‘The Temple will never let that happen.’


So certain. So unwavering in her dedication.


But Odessa’s expression softened as she gazed across the market, and as I noticed the direction of her gaze, I also noticed that she looked particularly beautiful today. Her hair was braided back from her face, but she had left half of it loose, allowing it to cascade down her shoulders in white-blonde waves.


‘Are you going to talk to her?’ I asked, nodding towards where Jadis was speaking with two other female warriors.


Odessa started guiltily. ‘Why would I do that?’


‘You’re friends, aren’t you?’ I said with careful nonchalance. ‘The two of you were practically inseparable when we first arrived.’


‘Jadis distrusts the Temple. She didn’t agree with my decision to become a priestess.’


I thought Jadis had a point, but I didn’t say so. Nothing I said would make a difference – not unless I admitted to using blood magic on Odessa, and even that might not be enough to dissuade her.


As if to reinforce the thought, Odessa said, ‘You should have more faith. Why don’t you join me at the next service? You always keep yourself so separate.’


‘I’m busy,’ I hedged. ‘I have a lot of responsibilities that take up my time.’


Odessa made a soft sound of agreement. ‘Particularly when Cassius is one of those responsibilities.’


I frowned. ‘Did Velanthe tell you that?’


She shrugged, casting a discerning eye over the market. The wooden stalls were stacked with items: clothes, shawls, and jewels caught my eye, but I was drawn to the weapons too. Most were on the daintier side, clearly targeted towards the priestesses.


Odessa picked up a thin, ornamental knife. I watched her weigh it in her palm, thinking of our time in the Order of Masks. Back then, she had worn revealing clothes and walked with a swagger that faintly imitated Cassius’s. It was difficult to reconcile the young woman I’d known with the one in front of me, dressed in the breezy material of a Temple acolyte. Without makeup or the flashy jewellery she used to favour, she seemed years younger. Almost vulnerable.


‘Cassius will still be under guard,’ I reassured her. ‘I’m not freeing him. I’m just—’


‘Using him.’ Odessa set down the knife with more force than necessary. ‘That’s how it always starts, Mira. Someone goes to Cassius because they need something, and they think they know the price of his help. But they never do.’


A thrill of foreboding darted down my spine, because she could have been referring to the deal I’d made with Cassius in the Ravalian Court. A deal that had cost me my freedom and Odessa’s parents their lives.


Yet another secret I was keeping from her. One I would have to take to my grave.


‘Velanthe mentioned the clan leader’s request for an audience,’ Odessa continued tightly. ‘I presume that’s why you’re here – looking for a gift to make Cassius more malleable?’


‘The thought had occurred to me,’ I replied. ‘But I haven’t seen anything that stands out.’


‘You’re looking in the wrong place.’ Odessa grabbed my arm and drew me away from the weapons. ‘If you want to win Cassius over, there’s no point buying him some trinket. He’ll see through such an obvious tactic in a heartbeat.’


‘So what would you suggest? Turn up empty-handed?’


‘I’m sure Cassius can be tempted into a deal regardless. But that’s not what I’m suggesting.’ Odessa paused in front of a stall, and I sucked in a startled breath.


Memories of Lillian resurfaced as I stared down at the dresses, which resembled the flowing designs my friend had created in the Elusive Isles. For a moment, it was a pleasant reminder of a simpler time.


But only for a moment.


She died for you. Aric’s parting words echoed in my mind, vicious and cold and filled with heart-wrenching pain. And it is only because of that, Mira, that I’m here right now. That I’m willing to let you leave.


Suddenly, I couldn’t stand to be here. Not for another second.


But the two women were already bowing to me, and leaving too quickly would be seen as an insult. I forced a smile, noting the familial resemblance between them – not enough to make me think of siblings, but perhaps cousins.


Like me and Scarlett, except entirely different. I doubted either of them would impersonate the other and frame them for murder.


‘That’s the dress,’ Odessa said with a grimly satisfied smile. The gown that had captured her attention wasn’t the same as the ones that reminded me of Lillian. This dress was black and fitted with a tight bodice, no sleeves, and gold stencilling through the skirt. ‘Cassius won’t be able to look away.’


‘He’s in a cell. He won’t be able to look away regardless.’


‘If you don’t want my advice—’


‘I didn’t say that. Of course I do.’ I sighed as I turned to address the vendors. ‘How much?’


I took a deep breath, revelling in the silence.


Since arriving in Kalure, I was rarely alone: guards dogged my every step, ordinary citizens petitioned me on a daily basis, and then there were my lessons with Velanthe on the Sorceress’s teachings, Kalurian history and magic.


There was never a complete respite from being queen, but entering the dungeons came close.


Taking Odessa’s advice, I’d worn the gown I purchased from the market, and left my hair down and unbraided. I’d ordered the guards to leave half an hour earlier, which should have piqued Cassius’s interest. Two goblets dangled from my hand, along with a bottle of red wine – spiked with my blood.


According to Velanthe, once Cassius ingested enough of my blood, I should be able to sense and influence his emotional ties. Mixing our blood together would be more effective, but unless I was prepared to physically restrain Cassius, this was the most practical course of action.


Not that I felt entirely comfortable with this plan. It felt too calculated. Premeditated.


Like something Cassius would do.


The irony wasn’t lost on me. Here I was, worrying about the morality of using magic on someone who wouldn’t give it a second thought. If Cassius could have used a similar power to compel me to stay in the Ravalian Court and marry him, I had no doubt that he would have.


I straightened my shoulders, refusing to entertain second thoughts. But as I descended into the bowels of the Temple, I was reminded uncomfortably of my time in the Ravalian dungeons. Had I done the right thing, condemning Cassius to two months alone in the dark?


Then his cell came into view, and my sympathy evaporated. If anyone could turn punishment into a reward, it was Cassius.


I stared at the tapestries and rugs with begrudging amusement. The guards had even dragged a divan down here, which Cassius was currently reclining on, eating dates from a nearby table. His golden-blond hair was longer, but he was as clean-shaven as I remembered – most likely another request granted by his guards. Gone were the perfectly tailored dress pants and high-collared tunics, replaced by brown leather breeches and a coarse linen shirt. Somehow, even that managed to look infuriatingly good on him. Almost princely.


‘Why don’t you join me?’ Cassius motioned carelessly to the plush chairs opposite his divan. ‘Sometimes the guards do. For Kalurians, they seem to like me well enough.’


‘It certainly seems like you’ve settled in,’ I said sweetly.


‘Don’t gloat. It’s unbecoming.’ He shot me a narrow-eyed stare. ‘I never did anything this terrible to you.’


‘No. You just promised the Kalurians freedom, without ever intending to follow through on that promise.’


Cassius said nothing for a moment, which was as good as a confession. ‘I was hoping that by the time we were married, you wouldn’t want to give them their independence. It’s difficult to relinquish power once you have it.’ His gaze shifted to my head – to the emerald crown that rested there. It was shaped into a wreath, primal and beautiful, matching the symbol emblazoned on my mother’s locket.


‘It isn’t just Kalure.’ I approached the bars. ‘You lied to me about what would happen to Odessa and her family after we discredited General Tiran. You did all of that just to make me your fiancée instead, because I could give you a country. Then you tried to kill Aric—’


‘That, I didn’t do.’


‘The hunt was your idea!’


‘I don’t deny that.’


‘But you do deny bribing a stableboy to incorrectly saddle Aric’s horse? He nearly died from that fall, which I’m sure would have suited you just fine. You knew how I felt about him.’


Cassius shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t have mourned Aric’s death, but when I try to kill someone, I don’t choose a method that leaves so many things to chance. My sister, on the other hand … she can be a little more theatrical.’


Scarlett had tried to kill Aric? No – not kill him, I realised. She had only wanted to scare me away from Cassius and the Ravalian Court. And she had succeeded, because of my desperation to protect Aric.


My chest tightened at the thought, and I was surprised by how much it hurt. I still didn’t know exactly what had happened the night I fled Ravalia, but I knew that someone had impersonated me and Cassius. Someone who had gone to great pains to keep us away from the palace, and who had access to powerful illusion magic.


It shouldn’t have surprised me that Scarlett was behind Aric’s accident as well. Whatever had been between the three of us – whatever trust and friendship we had established – no longer mattered. Ambition and power had won out in the end.


Cassius smiled at whatever expression was on my face. ‘Very clever, wasn’t she? Even I didn’t see her betrayal coming.’


I bit back a scathing comment about his duplicitous family. Cassius had made plenty of horrible decisions, but right now, I needed him on my side.


‘Would you like some wine?’ I asked, raising the goblets so he could see them.


‘That depends. Will you come inside, Mira?’


It was disconcerting, hearing my preferred name on his lips. And I didn’t like the edge of amusement in his sensuous voice – or the way he stood and approached the bars, turning his question into a challenge.


‘I notice you have the key.’ His gaze dipped – from my eyes down to my neck. ‘I was surprised to see you wearing it like a trophy. Does it make you feel powerful, having such control over me?’


‘It wasn’t a deliberate choice,’ I said defensively. ‘It was just convenient. I don’t have pockets.’


‘And I suppose that dress is another convenient choice?’ His amused gaze raked over me. ‘What about the bottle of wine and the absence of my guards?’ Before I could respond, he said, ‘Believe me when I say that I appreciate the effort, but if you want my help, all you have to do is ask.’


My face flushed, his words bringing back memories of the first Trial – when I had seduced him in order to steal his crown. If you wanted to meet with me privately, Kasmira, he had murmured, all you had to do was ask.


‘Fine,’ I admitted. ‘I have an agenda. If anyone should understand that, it’s you.’


Cassius drew back from the bars, still smiling. He motioned to the door. ‘The first rule of negotiation – each party has to give something. You can’t have all the control, Mira. No matter how much it suits you.’


Ignoring his backhanded compliment, I reluctantly removed the necklace. Even as I inserted the key in the lock, I suspected that I was making a mistake. But I’d come this far – and I refused to let Cassius believe I was afraid of him. He was in Kalure, and here, I made the rules.


Yet somehow, he had managed to burrow under my skin. Like a parasite.


I locked the door behind me, a decision that made Cassius’s smile widen – and my heart flutter with the knowledge that both of us were now trapped inside. But it was Cassius who should be nervous.


My grip tightened on the wine bottle. I was no longer the desperate girl he had met in the Ravalian Court. I was every bit as dangerous as Cassius and his siblings.


And every bit as willing to play the game.









[image: Mira’s POV motif.]



CHAPTER SIX



Mira


‘You didn’t need to dress up for me,’ Cassius remarked as I walked further into the cell. ‘But I’m glad you did.’


‘I’m glad you like the outfit,’ I replied, ‘since I bought it with you in mind.’


As I’d expected, Cassius seemed pleased by my honesty. Subterfuge appealed to him – but he respected boldness more.


He leant back in one of the plush chairs and I took the seat next to him. All that separated us was a small table; I set down the bottle and two glasses, pouring a decent amount of wine into both.


‘So,’ I said, crossing my legs, ‘how about that drink?’


Suspicion and intrigue battled for dominance in his midnight-blue eyes. He didn’t trust me much more than I trusted him. But that was what made this so entertaining.


He reached for the glass closest to my end of the table. I raised an eyebrow. ‘Worried I’m trying to poison you?’


‘Are you?’ He swirled the red liquid in his glass.


‘No,’ I replied, matching his nonchalance. ‘If I was going to kill you, I think I would do it with a blade. If memory serves, I’ve already had that chance.’


‘How could I forget?’ Cassius’s tone was light, but he still hadn’t taken a sip.


‘You’re not really afraid of me, are you?’ There it was again: that disconcerting, misplaced sympathy. ‘I know Odessa told you that the Kalurians wanted you executed, but I never considered killing you.’ Not seriously, anyway.


‘You locked me up for months.’ It was impossible to tell what Cassius was thinking; there was no inflection in his voice.


‘I was angry. You betrayed me – in so many ways.’


‘So this was your idea of punishment?’ Cassius looked almost curious. As if he genuinely wanted to know the answer.


‘I didn’t know what to do with you.’ I threw my hands in the air. ‘You’re an enemy prince in an enemy nation. What would you have done in my position?’


‘A set of proper chambers might have been a bit more palatable.’


‘Except I know you. How long would it have been until you found a way to correspond with Roran or Scarlett? I couldn’t risk that.’


‘I’ve told you that I don’t trust my siblings. Especially Roran.’


‘And I’ve told you that I don’t trust you. You’ve lied too many times.’


Cassius stood abruptly. His sudden movement caught me by surprise, as did the emotion simmering beneath the surface. ‘I couldn’t tell you the truth about Odessa. You never would have helped me implicate the general if you’d known her parents would be executed – and we never could have gotten my father out of the way without removing General Tiran.’


‘It was more than that, though, wasn’t it?’ I said, sipping the wine. I couldn’t taste my blood, but my stomach churned with the knowledge that it was there. ‘You said it yourself – what use was Odessa in comparison to me?’


‘That comment really bothered you, didn’t it?’ Cassius’s smile – more of a smirk – greeted me as he sank back into his seat.


I ignored his remark. ‘There was another reason I left you down here. Even if I could have trusted your motives, I didn’t trust the Kalurians not to hurt you. They tolerate the other Ravalians, but as Roran’s brother … this was the best solution I could think of.’


Cassius sipped the wine, but his eyes remained on my face. ‘So you had my best interests at heart.’


‘Your safety was something I considered,’ I replied, keeping my tone level. He was trying to get a rise out of me, and I refused to give him the satisfaction. ‘One of many factors in my decision.’


‘And can that decision be reversed?’


I set down my goblet.


Cassius took another sip. I had the sense he was thinking very intently, but his voice was measured. ‘You haven’t visited me since my imprisonment. Coming here, dressed like that—’ he waved a hand over my outfit— ‘bringing wine, being pleasant … you want something from me. Do you expect me to guess what that is? Or will you tell me?’


‘Don’t you want to spend more time reminiscing first? Looking back on all the good times?’


Where my voice had been sugary sweet, his was deadpan. ‘If that’s what you prefer.’


I sighed and stood, even though it meant acknowledging he’d called my bluff. I crossed the cell to stand in front of the tapestries, assuming it would be easier to look at them than it would be to face Cassius.


‘Forest scenes?’ They were strangely simple – and wholesome – for someone who had a reputation for throwing luxurious and debauched parties back in the Ravalian Court.


Cassius strolled over to my side. ‘I find them … soothing.’ An edge of amusement entered his voice. ‘Do you disagree?’


‘No. I just – I didn’t think you—’


‘You didn’t think that I might like to stare at something that resembles the outside world, when I’m stuck in a ten-metre cell, day in and day out?’ His words were barbed. Designed to cut.


‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and meant it. ‘I didn’t think.’


‘No. You didn’t.’ Silence stretched between us. ‘There’s another reason I like these. My father used to take me hunting in the forest. Usually Roran and Scarlett would come along, but there were times when it was just us. Those were some of the happiest memories of my childhood.’


I blinked – startled by his uncharacteristic vulnerability. I had noticed hunting scenes in his chambers back in Caleah Fortress, but I’d assumed they were there to intimidate. It hadn’t occurred to me that they held sentimental value.


‘I’m not the monster you think I am, Mira,’ Cassius said softly. ‘Or at least, I don’t want to be. I’m flawed – but I’m not evil. Not like Roran.’


I thought of how Roran had dangled Darius and Nari’s lives in front of me. Only the worst kind of monster delighted in causing pain. Cassius was a lot of things, but he wasn’t sadistic.


My eyes dropped to the scar encircling Cassius’s throat – the scar that Roran had inflicted, when he’d whipped his younger brother at Emperor Kalias’s request. For as long as I’d known Cassius, he had kept that scar concealed, wearing high-necked collars that had become something of a fashion statement. It was strange to see it on display now, and I felt myself soften towards him.


‘What was it like? Growing up in the Ravalian Court?’


‘If it wasn’t for Scarlett, I probably wouldn’t have survived. Half-siblings or not, we looked out for each other. When I was young, I relied on her more than I …’ Cassius’s face suddenly hardened. ‘It doesn’t matter. She proved I was right not to trust her in the end.’


I had my own issues with Scarlett, so I was happy to let that one lie. But I sensed their relationship was more complicated than I could fathom.


‘I knew Emperor Kalias was cruel,’ I said, ‘but I didn’t think he would be cruel to his own children.’


‘I don’t think he saw us as children. We were heirs – a pragmatic necessity, nothing more. In his eyes, only the son who inherited his throne was worth anything at all.’


‘Roran, you mean.’


‘Roran,’ Cassius agreed. ‘Sometimes I wonder if he was just a boy once, like me, before our father trained him to become a monster. But I can’t remember him well enough to know for certain. Scarlett might, but I’ve never asked her.’


‘So you really have no intention of helping Roran? Even if he offered you a position in his Court?’


‘Anything Roran offered me would be short-lived. He would kill me the moment I was no longer useful.’


I recalled Roran’s laughter when I had tried to make a trade for Cassius, and I didn’t doubt it. But it was Cassius’s matter-of-fact tone that really hit home. I felt as though I was getting a real glimpse into his world – a world in which family were reluctant allies at best and mortal enemies at worst.


For someone who had grown up like that, always fearing for his life … was it any wonder that Cassius had lied and schemed and betrayed? What would I be like, if I’d grown up in the Ravalian Court?


‘What are you thinking about so intently?’


I told him.


Cassius laughed lightly. ‘I can’t imagine you being as ruthless as me or Roran, so put it out of your mind.’


‘How can you say that?’ I was genuinely shocked. ‘I crossed so many lines in the Ravalian Court, made so many decisions that I regret, and—’


‘And you made a different choice in the end. I didn’t understand it at the time, but I do now.’ Cassius smiled at my confusion. ‘Mira, you turned away from revenge. You let go of your hatred for Emperor Kalias and chose to sail to Kalure.’


‘It didn’t make a difference, though,’ I said sadly. ‘Aric and Lillian were still caught in the crossfire.’


‘I heard that boy yelling at you.’ Cassius tilted his head, the light of the single fire brazier flickering across his angular cheek. ‘He’s a fool – or maybe Scarlett has his emotions all twisted up and confused. She’s good at that. Either way, you made the right choice. You need to stop punishing yourself for it. And maybe it wouldn’t hurt to tap into some of the anger you felt towards my father. Channel it into defeating Roran.’


I glanced at the bottle of red wine. Cassius followed the direction of my gaze.


‘Velanthe thinks I should use blood magic. That embracing it will allow me to defeat Roran.’


‘And what do you think?’ Cassius asked steadily.


‘That it feels like losing myself.’


‘Doesn’t sound like much of a solution, then.’


I frowned. ‘I was certain you would encourage me to use it. That you’d say the end justifies the means.’


‘Maybe I’m reassessing some of my old philosophies,’ Cassius replied. ‘One advantage to being imprisoned for two months – I’ve had endless time to think.’


‘I thought you’d be furious with me. That you’d hate me for leaving you down here.’


Another shrug. ‘I told you – I’ve had plenty of time to think. Plenty of time to cycle through rage, too. But even when I was furious with you … I never hated you, Mira. I don’t think I’m capable of hating you.’


He looked at me with such disturbing sincerity that I had to glance away, my heart beating erratically.


Cassius reached for the bottle of wine, but I stopped him.


‘Don’t,’ I said, placing my hand over his – and then quickly letting go, as if his touch had burned me.


Those striking dark blue eyes met mine. I had the sense that he saw more than I wanted him to, but he didn’t question me. Merely released the bottle and smiled that casual, disarming smile of his, as if things hadn’t changed between us. As if the world didn’t feel like it had tilted on its axis.


‘What do you want from me, Mira?’ he asked lightly. ‘Advice on ruling? Tips on how to beat Roran?’


‘Actually,’ I said, ‘the Kalurian clan leader is on his way here. Roran offered him a deal that I can’t afford for him to take, and Vølund requested a meeting with you. I was hoping—’


‘That you could convince me to behave.’ Cassius’s smile seemed frozen, and it no longer reached his eyes. I hadn’t realised how much I had been enjoying his openness until it was gone – like a door that had been slammed in my face.


‘You knew I wanted something when I came here,’ I said, hating that I was trying to justify my actions.


‘I did,’ Cassius said, more to himself than to me. ‘But I was starting to think …’


‘What?’


He didn’t answer. If possible, his expression became even more remote. And I wondered if he’d started to think I wanted his company. That I had been as lonely as he clearly was.


‘I might have come here for political reasons, but I’ve enjoyed talking to you. Far more than I thought I would.’ Inwardly, I winced. Not helping, Mira.


‘Since you want something from me,’ Cassius continued, ignoring my comment, ‘I assume you’re offering something in exchange?’


‘That’s usually how negotiations work, isn’t it?’ I said, echoing his earlier words. ‘Both parties have to give something.’


‘And in your case, that would be …?’


‘Chambers above ground. With guards stationed on your door.’


‘One guard,’ Cassius said immediately. ‘And the option to leave my rooms – with an escort.’


‘Fine.’


‘You’re not going to haggle?’ A hint of amusement entered his voice.


‘I wouldn’t give you the pleasure.’


‘Then we have a deal.’ Cassius’s tone was all business. ‘Do you have a strategy in mind for the clan leader?’


I fidgeted in my seat, unwilling to explain that Velanthe’s preferred strategy was blood magic. Cassius’s sharp eyes noticed my hesitation.


‘Roran offered Vølund control over the Wilds,’ I said finally. ‘I would have to offer something just as enticing.’


‘Ah.’ Cassius didn’t outwardly react, but the way he looked at me made my pulse spike. ‘You’re angling for a marriage proposal.’


‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘That’s not—’


‘It’s the most efficient means to convince him to back you,’ Cassius interrupted. ‘I’m sure I can help nudge him in the right direction, if that’s what you want. Though I might have to smooth over some of the finer details of our engagement. Maybe this time you’ll actually go through with the wedding.’


He stood and crossed over to the door. Despite the fact that he was the one locked in a cell, the dismissal was clear.


After the tentative warmth we’d shared, his coldness bothered me. It made me feel guilty – as though I’d done something wrong. Which was utterly infuriating, considering everything he’d put me through.


‘You have no right to be angry.’


‘What makes you think I’m angry?’ Cassius asked, in a voice as dead as his face. ‘I agreed to help you. Unless you intend to take me to my new chambers tonight, it would seem our business is done.’


I wanted to argue with him. No – I wanted to hit him, but I suppressed the unsettling urge.


‘Leave the bottle,’ he said, when I reached for the wine.


I hesitated. This was my chance. All he had to do was drink it – and I could return later to smooth all this over. To turn him into someone more malleable.


Which was precisely what I should want. To change him.


But even in the midst of my anger, a part of me rebelled against the idea. Before I could think better of it, I snatched up the bottle and two glasses. Let him think I was being petty – I couldn’t care less.


I unlocked the cell and re-locked it on the other side, deliberately avoiding Cassius’s gaze. I thought I saw his eyes linger on the wine bottle gripped in my hands, but he said nothing more.


And neither did I.
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