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‘Hogan builds a vivid world, and her descriptions of life aboard ship evoke the taste of salt in the air … visceral battles and bristling prose’

SFX

‘A rip-roaring, swashbuckling adventure that left me breathless’

Kat Dunn, author of Dangerous Remedy

‘Every line held me captive.

Bex Hogan is a master storyteller!’

Menna van Praag, author of The Sisters Grimm

‘Pulse-pounding fantasy pirate adventure – I loved it’

Kesia Lupo, author of We Are Blood and Thunder

‘Full of twists and turns that kept me on the edge of my seat with my heart in my mouth’ 
Katharine Corr, author of The Witch’s Kiss



‘A powerful story about sacrifice, the magic of nature and the painful beauty of true love’

Holly Race, author of Midnight’s Twins
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For Mum and Dad.

People I love. People I trust.

People who accept me just as I am.




 

 

 

 

I’m struggling to stay upright…

Its time to end this …

Bronn glides his blade across my neck …

Heat blazes through my whole body …

I slide down …

I gasp for air but choke on blood…

I’m dying alone …

I’m afraid.

I’m so very sad.

I’m …
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There’s no peace. Just pain. Cold and lonely despair that shatters every nerve, every bone, every fading heartbeat. It should be no surprise that dying hurts, and yet here I am, cursing the agony that consumes me. The crushing weight of finality rushes to meet me, my body empty of essence, nature declaring I’ve reached the end. All I have to do is let go.

It’s so tempting. I’m not afraid of death, but I’m so very tired of living. I could surrender myself to the sands, soak into the island, become one with the earth, until not even a stain remains to betray my presence here. My life would be a forgotten whisper carried on the wind. I would be free.

But I cannot abandon the Isles. I will not.

And so I resist. In the space after my final heartbeat fades, when my body has stopped but my soul remains, I watch as the threads of my spirit drift upwards away from me, separating from my flesh, ready to sever permanently. This is the final test to pass. I must be quick, or it’ll be too late and this last remnant of who I am will leave my body. I have never succeeded in doing this before, but while I’ve hesitated with others, now there is no fear. If it goes wrong, then I simply stay dead. I alone will suffer, and that knowledge gives me comfort, resolve.

The strands are familiar as I weave them with my mind, and I have an advantage because I can feel them fit into place as I reconnect them to the body lying cold on the sand.

My confidence grows and warmth buzzes through me. It’s urgent but peaceful, and so very right.

But the heat escalates beyond my control, and a blinding light surrounds me, scorching the peace away, eviscerating my confidence, pain consuming me until all my previous failures seem like merciful escapes.

There’s no relief as the light thickens into an impenetrable blackness that forces itself down my throat and nose, choking me, destroying me, ripping me to pieces with ferocious intensity. Still the heat burns, flowing with the darkness. I can’t survive this, won’t survive this. I am being obliterated.

And then I understand.

Not obliteration.

Not even simply revival.

I am being remade.

Great power is forged in fire. Its flames engulf me now. The sacrifice has been given, the test passed. All that remains is to endure.

My bones shatter and mend, flesh melts then cools, all of me destroyed and reformed from the inside out. The essence of who I was knits around this new form, a physically familiar shell with something new at its core. Pure magic.

And then, after a minute, after an eternity, I take a breath. Deep and long. It fills my lungs, and restarts my heart.

I’m alive.

For a moment I don’t move. I just lie staring up at the sky, wondering if it is looking back in disbelief, an astonished witness to my resurrection. But the clouds roll over with indifference. As if nothing happened. As if I didn’t just bleed to death.

I lift my hand to my throat, hardly daring to touch the wound, fearing what I might find, but feel only soft, warm skin. Healed.

I look down to where before fingers were missing. Then at my feet, where toes had been severed. They have been restored as completely as my life.

Cautiously I sit up, and in place of the pain that not long ago coursed through every fibre of my being, there is nothing but magic woven into the fabric of my soul. Its physical presence contradicts itself. It’s hot yet cold, heavy yet light, sharp yet soft. It’s familiar but strange, a perfect fit, yet too much to contain.

I am a Mage.

But there’s something else. Something beyond the magic. Something altered. I can’t identify it, the thought intangible and moving fleetingly from my grasp, but I sense it nonetheless.

Is it possible that maybe, just maybe, I haven’t quite restored myself to who I once was?

But that uncomfortable thought is pushed aside by more urgent ones – can I still sense Esther’s protections? Do I remain hidden here? Am I safe from the man who imprisoned and tortured me? Despite the fact that my body is fortified with magic, it recoils in fear at the mere memory of him. Of Gaius. But Esther’s enchantments hold strong, her familiar magic resonating with my own.

I need to focus. I fought past death for one reason and one reason only. To protect the Isles and the people I love. The blood moon is coming, I can sense it on the air, which means there isn’t time to waste.

I have to get back to the East. To Torin.

I flex my fingers, both old and new, the power moving through them, through me, as though it has replaced the blood in my veins.

Who am I now? I stand, unsteady as a newborn fawn, faltering to find myself. There is the woman I was, I recognise her within me, but this pounding force that is also now a part of me demands attention.

Yes, I must return east to save Torin. But something else whispers inside me, persistent and strong, like the promise of a storm on the wind. For all those I love, there are those I hate. And now vengeance might just be within my grasp. I cannot face Gaius, not yet, not until I’m certain of my capabilities – but he’s not my only enemy.

I try to quiet the thought, but it worms its way in, burrowing deep.

You can kill the King.

Once Torin is safe, I can finally take revenge on the man who tried everything he could to kill me. I thought I needed an army to defeat him, but maybe I just needed magic.

And when the King’s gone, there will be one confrontation remaining for me in the East.

Bronn.

I position the stones carefully along the edge of the beach. This will be the first test of my new power and I’m nervous. Once I’d allowed myself a moment to bask in the fact that I could walk properly again, I’d set straight to work. While I’m certain that Esther’s protective magic continues to shield this place from Gaius’s view, I can’t be too careful. I’ve imbued each smooth stone with magic, whispering the incantation felra – hide – over every one, so they may create an invisible barrier around this corner of the island. I don’t want anyone to see what I’m about to do.

I walk to the water’s edge and take a breath, wondering if my plan will work. There’s only one way to find out. When I summon forth the magic it answers differently to before, now coming as easily as words to the tongue. A rush of heat rises inside me. My blood is boiling in my veins, until it runs dry to pure magic, a world of untamed power harnessed in skeleton and flesh. I have never been so alive. Or so unpredictable. The wild nature of the magic grips me tightly, and it’s wonderfully freeing. I’m no longer restricted by anything, not my past, not my future. I am no longer Marianne, but so much more.

My fingers graze the water and call out for the one I seek.

Rysa vatfa fugda. Veitja mi flutni.

The last time I did this, I was foolish, commanding what wasn’t mine to command, trying to wield a weapon that could not be harnessed. But not now. Now I whisper to an ally, one who understands the tongue I speak in, the language of the islands, the royalty, the Mages.

I do not fear her any more, do not wish to control her. I simply ask for her help.

And almost immediately she answers.

Ripping the fabric of the ocean wide open, the water raptor emerges, soaring straight upwards and stretching her four colossal wings wide to hold her in the air. She screams out with delight, a sound that reaches inside me, connecting with my magic, shivering through my bones.

I hold my arms up, focusing all my energy on shielding the sight from Gaius’s eyes.

The water raptor circles in the sky several times, drinking in the air, the sun on her feathered back, before she descends and lands on the beach before me. She holds her head high and proud, and I walk slowly towards her, the exertion of using my magic to keep us hidden taking an unexpected toll.

After a moment, she lowers her neck, her massive head stretching to meet mine, until we’re so close that our breath and thoughts mingle as one.

When she hears what I desire, she grunts in understanding, unfurling a wing so that I can climb up on to her back. Her feathers are slick like oil and thick as rope, and I coil my hands around them to keep a grip, positioning myself just behind the first of the massive fins that run down her spine.

As soon as I’m secure, she senses it, and pushes away from the ground. We’re rising towards the clouds and I can feel the world falling away beneath me. The sense of freedom is so acute I could almost forget the islands beneath us, and fly away with the raptor to explore the wider world. But, alas, I cannot. Nor can I even fly to the Eastern Isles, not without attracting a lot of unwanted attention. I cannot keep us hidden as we travel at such a speed.

Though I’m braced for it, the raptor’s descent is sharp and swift, throwing me forward so that I’m forced to grab handfuls of feathers to stop from falling. She plunges back into the water with such speed and grace, I barely have time to fill my lungs before we’re deep enough for all the light to disappear.

Slowly I release the air I swallowed. Once this would have terrified me. For so many years the ocean kept me captive on a ship because I feared it more than Adler. But now, in these still depths, I find a peace I hadn’t expected. The world of water does not belong to me or any other human; it has no mistress but the moon and its elemental enchantments call to the magic now fused to my bones.

As my lungs begin to dangerously empty, the raptor resurfaces, allowing me time to breathe, and the moment I’m ready we once again submerge.

I revel in her speed and embrace the thick nothingness of the deep. In this moment I am not at war, not running for my life, fighting for my islands. There is no heartbreak, no pain. Nothing beyond the raw power of the raptor, and the crushing strength of the ocean. If I can harness even a fraction of their might, the Isles stand a chance.

And your enemies will fall at your feet.

Just like that, the need for vengeance rushes into the space created by the stillness. So many have sought to do me wrong, to steal my life, to silence my voice. How I long for my very name to drive fear into their hearts. For them to regret ever betraying me. To have my revenge. This time I don’t try to silence the thought.

I relish it.
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The veil of mist that shrouds the Fifth Isle has always kept its secrets hidden. Tonight we become one of them. It’s hard to say how long our journey has taken, for time moves differently on the back of a water raptor. Deep beneath the waves, the rising of the sun and moon meant little and my fleeting moments of air passed so quickly it was hard to be sure of the measure of light. I couldn’t even judge by my hunger, for it had been so long since I’d eaten anything, the sharp pain had dulled to a constant ache.

All I know is no ship could ever have traversed both Western and Eastern waters with the speed of the raptor.

Her only moment of hesitation was when we reached the West-East divide. She had been bound to the Western Sea for her whole existence and feared what might happen if she were to break across.

I sensed her reservations as if they were my own and, in truth, I had no idea what might happen if we were to cross the boundary. But believing that if we simply were brave, nothing could hold us back, I’d stroked her feathers and willed her forward.

A defiance had stirred inside her, one that mirrored my own. Too long she had been shackled, too long a prisoner. Both of us were ready to tear all the walls around us to the ground, and together we’d hurtled through the ocean, defying ancient laws.

Since then we haven’t looked back.

And now, finally, we are here, returned to the islands I’ve sacrificed so much for.

Under the protection of the moon, the water raptor delivers me safely to the shallows of the Fifth Isle, the mist concealing us from prying eyes. I slide down from her back, and tread water beside her.

She bends her neck, bringing her head close to mine.

‘Thank you,’ I say, leaning to press my forehead against the shell of her beak. ‘I am grateful to you. Go now, be free. Be safe.’

She rears up, stretching her magnificent wings, and then, with a respectful nod of her head towards me, she dives, disappearing into the depths and leaving me quite alone.

I stare at the still water, momentarily bereft. But then I steel myself and swim towards land. My journey east may be over, but my mission has only just begun.

The island is cloaked in an eerie silence, as though the ground itself is holding its breath. As I walk up the cove and on to the thin grass, I press my palm against the earth and close my eyes. Somewhere deep below me, I sense ancient traces of magic lying dormant and ready to be awoken. It’s reassuring to know that while most of the magic was purged, it was impossible for a single man to eradicate it entirely. For all his best attempts the old King Davin only suppressed magic, not destroyed it. But I can also sense the island is sick, as clearly as brushing a fevered forehead. It’s rotting from within, the disease spreading. It sings a mournful song of sadness that moves me to tears.

I’ve been gone too long.

A lot has happened to me since I last came to this island, when I’d first become the Viper, when my crew and I were doing our best to undo the damage caused by Adler. But it’s not only my life that’s changed. The island has too. Harley warned me that the grazing lands weren’t replenishing, that the animals were dying, and now I see for myself how true that is. Where once plains stretched from the coast to the mountains, there is now dusty earth, with a few weeds poking through the exposed soil. Where before woolly beasts roamed as far as the eye could see, now only skeletons remain. If this island isn’t already dead, it soon will be.

I trudge inland, in search of a settlement. While this was the safest place to bring the raptor unnoticed, my final destination is the First, and I’m going to need some supplies to get there. Though looking around, I’m not sure there’ll be much on offer.

It’s about an hour before I reach the first sign of habitation, a farming settlement for those who, at least once, tended to the flocks.

As I approach, I wonder if it’s already been abandoned. The cottages on the outskirts have at some point been boarded up – though they look like they’ve since been ransacked.

And then I see the bodies. Hanging from crude gallows, swinging lifelessly from ropes, left for the birds to pick to pieces. Some are badly decomposed, others are not – there’s at least one that looks like they died within the last day.

A blaze of fury flares in my gut at the sight. What has happened here?

Like a shadow, I enter the settlement, silent and unseen. At the centre of the small community, though it’s the middle of the night, some sort of collection is taking place. A group of hard-looking men stand at the front of a line of bedraggled people, collecting everything from food to coins.

Bandits.

My rage is quick to rise, and I quietly approach a tiny woman near the end of the queue. Her skin looks like it’s been stretched over bones, no flesh left to fill it out. She’s been starving for some time.

‘What is happening?’

She glances at me, but if she’s surprised to see a strange woman, with hair and clothes still damp from the ocean, then she doesn’t show it. I think perhaps she no longer cares.

‘Daily offerings to the King’s Guard.’

‘Where are their uniforms then? They don’t work for the King.’

‘Anyone willing to take his money works for him now.’

So the King is using criminals to rob those who clearly have nothing left to give. I guess that’s one thing that hasn’t changed. The King is still a bastard.

‘What are the offerings for?’

‘Protection from those who wish to kill us for our land.’

‘And do they? Protect you?’

This time when the woman looks at me, I see the flash of fury spark within her. ‘My son is hanging out there. It was the King’s Guard who strung him up.’

My anger, always simmering below the surface, rises up my throat like bile.

‘What was his crime?’

‘He did not make a sufficient contribution.’ She spits the words with contempt.

Raised voices cause me to look up the line. An old man is crying out as the bandits wrestle with his companion.

‘What are they doing?’ I ask the woman.

She closes her eyes. ‘His husband has not paid his dues. He’ll join the others on the gallows.’

I start to walk further up the line, watching as these so-called King’s men hold the man down and loop the rope around his neck while his husband sobs and protests.

I know I came east for Torin. I know I shouldn’t be drawing attention to myself. But when has that ever stopped me? A memory of the cave where I was a prisoner invades my mind, the thought of all the children I abandoned to save myself. Guilt and shame stoke my fury; my magic swells until I fear it might overflow.

Stefta pokla.

I don’t even say the words out loud, merely think them; it’s not even a conscious summons. But the mist of the island hears my call, sweeping in from the coastline to the settlement. I stare at it in wonder. My newfound power is exhilarating. My body hums with energy that ebbs and flows like a tide, rising up then down inside me. Ready to be unleashed.

Do it.

I give the mist my instructions, and it branches into tendrils, advancing on the King’s bandits and weaving nooses round their necks.

The men are shouting, screaming, clawing at their own flesh in a vain attempt to free themselves. The islanders are shrinking back, terrified, seeking shelter and safety. But they needn’t fear. They’re in no danger.

I stride through the fog, unseen, and up to the man who seems to be in charge, before commanding the vapour around me to melt away.

‘You work for the King?’ I ask him as if he didn’t have a rope of mist tight around his throat.

‘Yes,’ he gasps, his eyes wide with fear, hardly able to believe what’s happening. He will never have seen magic before.

‘But you’re a bandit, no?’

The man nods, his skin starting to turn purple. ‘I was recruited.’

‘By whom?’

‘The Viper.’

Bronn? My eyes narrow. ‘What role does he play in this?’

‘He does whatever the King asks of him. Recruiting mainly. Found me looting on the First and sent me here.’

Did he indeed? ‘And he told you to hang those who can’t pay what you demand?’

‘No, that’s King’s orders. To set an example.’

I’m almost blinded by my rage. At the injustice. ‘Then consider this me setting one of my own.’

Rysa. Dregar. With a clench of my fists the mist responds to my request. It rises, lifting the bandits off the ground and into the air, tightening around their necks. They dance in the sky, legs flailing, bodies shaking until they fall still, hanging over the settlement like ghosts swinging from gallows of mist.

For a moment I stare up at what I’ve done. I killed them. Executed them. It takes me a while to notice I’m trembling, breathing hard. But not from exertion. Not from guilt.

From the rush of power. And the uncomfortable realisation that I enjoyed it.

I steal a boat from the Fifth, and travel to the Second Isle. Before I left the settlement, I shared the coin of the King’s Guard among the villagers, keeping only a little for myself, for my journey. I need more information before I approach the First, to build up a picture of what’s been happening while I’ve been gone. As I travel across the Fallow Isle, nights at inns prove fruitful, tongues loosened by ale, spilling secrets I hoard like treasure.

Word of my death has reached the King and bled out over the islands, Talon delivering the message faster than Bronn could. Doubtless he rejoiced. The King left the mountains not long after my trial, returning to his main palace with Torin where the best healers were sought out to tend to the Prince. Meanwhile he’s done little to help his people, and much to continue persecuting them. With every passing day my need to kill him builds like thunderclouds.

The Viper has still not returned from the West, but it won’t be long before he does. I dread our inevitable reunion. No part of it will be pretty.

News of my retribution on the Fifth Isle doesn’t seem to have travelled as quickly, though, and I pass unnoticed from town to town. A wisp of cloud. A thought slipped from memory. A lingering trace of nightmare.

From time to time I hear familiar names in conversations. Names I recognise from my trial. Governors and friends of the crown who sat on the jury and sentenced me to death for crimes I didn’t commit. At every utterance the temptation torments me.

Hunt them down and make them pay.

It would be so easy, and remembering how the mist obeyed me makes me ache to do it again. To see what else I’m capable of.

Only the thought of Torin stays my hand. I must focus, continue to gather knowledge that will enable me to rescue him.

Which is precisely what I do. But on the very night I plan to leave, when I’ve harvested enough information to form my plan, a man walks into the inn where I’m staying. I’m in the corner, lost in shadows, but his drunken voice carries and I would recognise it anywhere. The lies he told about me were the most damning at the trial. The most heinous.

Lord Pyer, governor of the Sixth Isle, who stood at my trial and dragged my name and reputation through the mud, accusing me of deliberately sabotaging the mines, directly causing the suffering since. He assumed I would die, felt safe spewing blatant lies, and now here he is, laughing, drinking, gambling – while I have been to hell and beyond.

He’s rowdy and vulgar, groping the serving woman, and I stare at him with loathing.

He deserves it.

I fight the thought. I mustn’t get distracted. I always get distracted.

He’s right here. What’s the harm? You can sail to the First tomorrow.

I close my eyes, trying to stifle the memory of how I felt at the trial, how weak, how exposed. My mind wanders inevitably to the cave. Nowhere left me as broken and as vulnerable as my prison there. My torture.

But I survived. I’m here. And I’m not weak any more.

I can taste my desire for my enemies’ blood, the need to crush them almost overwhelming. The woman I once was believed in justice. The woman I am now lusts for vengeance. And it’s within my grasp.

They tried me as an assassin. So that is what I shall be.

When Lord Pyer retires for the night, I follow. He’s far too inebriated to notice as he stumbles up to his room. Moments later, I try the handle – he’s so drunk he forgot to lock the door, and I enter the room unchallenged.

Lord Pyer, distant cousin to the King, has collapsed in a drunken stupor on his bed. I could kill him in his sleep, but why should he receive such a merciful end?

Instead I shove the wooden frame hard. ‘Wake up.’

He stirs, shuffling upwards in confusion, and groggily staring at me until recognition drops.

‘You?’

‘Hello, Lord Pyer.’

He glances at the dagger resting at his bedside.

‘Go ahead,’ I say. ‘Pick it up.’

Pyer hesitates, then lunges for the blade. It amuses me to see he feels safer with it in his hand, as if I could be remotely threatened by it or him.

‘You’re supposed to be dead,’ he says, his voice trembling a little.

I smile. ‘Who says I’m not? Can your ghosts not return to haunt you?’

‘What do you want?’

I take a step towards him, want him to know I am not afraid. ‘Revenge.’

He strikes first, leaping from his bed, jabbing his dagger blindly back and forth at me with pitiful skill. The privileged fool hasn’t had to fight a day in his life. I barely have to shift my weight to dodge his attacks, laughing as he loses his balance and falls to the floor.

‘Is that the best you can do?’ I say, discovering I wish to taunt him. ‘Pathetic.’

He looks up at me, eyes wide with terror.

‘Come on,’ I say, holding up my hands in mock surrender. ‘I’m not even armed.’

He scrambles back to his feet, and tries once again to plunge his dagger into my chest. This time I grab him by the wrist and twist it hard so that the bone snaps beneath my fingers.

With a cry he drops to his knees.

I lean down until my mouth is close to his ear. ‘Tell me, Lord Pyer, why did you lie about me at the trial? Was it fear of the King, self-preservation or sheer malice?’

‘I did nothing wrong. I only told the truth.’

I look him deep in the eye. ‘Oh, Lord Pyer, that was unwise.’ I twist the already shattered wrist a little further. ‘Perhaps you should learn to separate fact from fiction before I break every part of you.’

He glares at me with undiluted hatred until, with a sharp jerk, I dislocate his elbow, and he finally yields. ‘The King knew I’d been allowing your father to take crystal for himself, after taking my cut. It was testify against you or be ruined.’

‘You would have let an innocent be executed to cover your own sins?’

Pyer’s face creases with contempt. ‘You are no innocent. Nor was your father. No one aboard that ship can claim honour when savagery runs in your veins.’

‘You look down your nose at the Viper and his crew because they are so beneath you in station?’

‘I am a cousin to the King. I am royalty. Of course my blood is worth more.’

A burst of magical outrage surges from my fingertips and scorches into his flesh.

‘You. Are. Worth. Nothing.’ With every word, I tighten my grip and his cries grow louder.

Eventually I release him, and he clutches his arm protectively to his chest, which heaves from the sobs he’s suppressing.

‘And you are nothing but the she-devil offspring of a dead man.’ Despite his pain and terror, he’s still able to be outraged at my existence.

‘You want to know who I am?’ It’s rising now, the magic, and with it the cruel part of me that’s so longed to be unleashed, like a heat that is burning from the inside out.

Lifya byndi. The thought is directed at the cords holding back the bed’s drapes. At my command they unknot themselves and slither snake-like towards him, coiling round his arms before dragging him on to the bed, until he’s splayed out, tied so tightly to the four posts that he can barely breathe.

Pyer stares open-mouthed in disbelief. I stand over him. ‘I am not Adler’s child. I am the rightful Queen of the West. I am a Mage. And I am tired of men like you. You value wealth over truth, justice, morality? Then you shall have it.’ I throw a coin on to the bed.

Meirpa. A thought is all it takes. One coin becomes two, and then four. They multiply, slow at first then faster, the pile growing up around his trapped body and I watch with both awe and satisfaction as they bury Pyer, the weight crushing him so that he cannot even struggle, and his mouth, wide in shock, soon fills, until he is drowned by the coins he valued so much.

I stay even after he is silenced by such a fitting death. When I release the enchantment, the gold disappears in a moment, only the original coin remaining. I pick it up, and walk away, snaking back through the inn, where the drunken din has drowned out all Pyer’s screams. As I disappear into the night, I find myself smiling. For so long I’ve denied wanting power, but now its presence intoxicates me.

I can’t pretend any longer. I’m not going to the palace. Not just yet. I still have time. My enemies don’t. I’ve tasted revenge and my hunger is far from sated.

The truth is, I’m just getting started.

I become a huntress. I track my prey over the islands with a dogged determination, counting down the days to the blood moon. A lying jury member here, a corrupt official there, and with every kill, every wrong avenged, my magic strengthens, making me more powerful, more unstoppable.

Every step has brought me closer to Torin. Tonight I shall save my prince. And kill the King.

Under the watchful eyes of the stars I easily scale the ivy rooted in the palace walls, stealing my way in like a disease.

When I reach the room I’m looking for, the windows are bolted shut, but metal is no concern to me. I learned that in Gaius’s cave. Brena, hyrri. Once again, I only have to think the incantation for the magic to work; the bars, the chains, the locks all melt, trailing like molten vines down the rock. The shutters open for me and I enter the room unchallenged.

As the moonlight spills from behind the clouds, I look to the bed. But it’s empty. In the same moment I hear the shuffle behind me and spin round in time to grab his wrist as he tries to bring down a vase upon my head.

‘Sharpe, it’s me,’ I whisper.

His grip relaxes and I catch the vase before it smashes on the stone floor. ‘No,’ he says, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘You’re dead.’ His hands reach for my face, seeking out my familiar features. ‘Yet you don’t feel like a ghost.’

‘I’m not. Or at least, I don’t think I am.’

For a moment he doesn’t speak, but then he pulls me towards him, holding me tight in an embrace. ‘I thought we’d lost you too.’

The warmth of it burns and only then do I realise how cold my heart has become. Cruelty is all my body has known for the longest time, since the Hooded captured me in the West, and this act of friendship sears into me, reminding my soul of things lost in my previous life.

I pull away, not wanting such reminders. I don’t want my ice to melt, don’t want to turn away from the quenchless need for revenge. It drives me, sustains me, strengthens me.

A flicker of confusion passes over Sharpe’s face. Even without sight he sees I’m different.

‘How are you here? Why are you here?’

‘Because it’s time for us to wake Torin up. Together.’

He clutches me tightly, the hope rising in him. ‘They haven’t let me see him these many months – not since your trial.’ He hesitates. ‘I do not know if he’s still alive.’

‘He is,’ I say, taking his hand. ‘He has to be. Come on, let’s find him.’

‘How can we?’ Sharpe asks. Sharpe asks. ‘I’m locked in.’

‘Is there a guard stationed outside?’

‘Not for some time now.’

‘Then let’s go.’

He pulls me back again. ‘I’m unarmed.’

A crooked smile tugs my lips at the thrill of danger. ‘So am I.’

Once again I see it, the look on his face, a frown of concern. What would he say if he knew what I did on the Mist Isle? Or to Pyer and the others? Would he agree that I had no choice?

My magic makes short work of the lock, and I open the door. All my senses are on alert, heightened by the magic coursing through me. The corridors are quiet in this wing, and I hold Sharpe’s hand tightly as we slip unseen towards the healing room. I’ve heard that Torin is being kept close to the healer at all times. I guess if they’re having to keep him in an unnatural sleep, they need constant access to medicines.

The castle has been still, its residents’ slumber not yet disturbed by the sun, but as we reach the healer’s room, our luck runs out. It is guarded by two men. But I realise I’m not disappointed. My skin is tingling with the need to fight. To draw blood.

I make no effort to conceal myself, walking straight up to them, watching with satisfaction as their mouths drop open in horror, their brains trying to make sense of my presence.

‘Let us pass,’ I say, my voice deep with warning as I let go of Sharpe’s hand and step forward.

To their credit the men stand their ground.

‘Let us pass and I will let you live.’ It’s their last chance.

They don’t take it.

I don’t need a weapon or magic. Swiftly, before they can move, I swing out at the guard on the right, jabbing my elbow hard into his throat. He buckles in pain, and his companion turns to defend him, only I’m faster, and pull the man in front of me as a shield, so that the sword slips into his belly and not mine.

While the guard gapes in shock at what he’s done, I snatch up the dead man’s weapon and thrust it into his friend’s chest. With a strained grunt he falls forward, his body landing on top of the other.

‘Marianne?’

I can hear the doubt in Sharpe’s tone. But I don’t care. I gave them a chance and they refused to take it. Their deaths are on them, not me.

I hand him the sword. ‘Here, you might need this.’

I’m half expecting him to object, but he doesn’t. His grip tightens round the hilt as if his hand has been incomplete without a weapon in it. I watch the tension mount in his jaw and realise he’s afraid. Not for himself, but for Torin. Afraid that we might be too late.

‘Come on,’ I say, leading him so he doesn’t trip over corpses or slip on blood.

Again the door is locked, but with one thought it swings wide and I take in the sight before me.

The healer is leaning over Torin, his hand poised to pour an orange liquid into the lifeless prince’s mouth.

‘Don’t come any closer!’ he says, holding his other hand up in warning. ‘Or I’ll make sure your beloved prince never wakes up.’

Before I can do anything, Sharpe surges towards the sound of the healer’s voice and grabs him by the throat, so that he spills the contents of the vial.

‘Don’t even dare touch him again,’ Sharpe says murderously, and just like when he hugged me, I experience that distant sense of warmth. Of affection. It’s like the memory of a faded fragrance, beautiful but sad. Because I realise that I cannot afford to linger in the comfort it offers. Not if I want true power. And I must have power, I’ve been through too much to turn away now.

While Sharpe restrains the quivering healer, I stride over and crouch beside Torin, resting my hand on his cheek.

The last time I saw him, he was bleeding out on our wedding bed, fading from one life to the next. Now he is pale and lifeless, but the faint touch of breath assures me he’s not gone yet. My heart tightens with fear for him. I’ve left him for so long. Too long. Perhaps I was wrong to assume he was safe until the blood moon. Perhaps this is a prophecy I can’t cheat.

‘Torin?’ I speak the word softly into his ear. ‘Wake up.’ When he doesn’t stir, I try again, this time with magic. ‘ Vakja.’

Still nothing.

I spin round to the healer and pull him from Sharpe’s grasp. ‘What have you been giving him?’

The healer is too afraid to answer, but his gaze shifts to the vial still clutched in his hand. I snatch it from him, and inhale the smell.

The bitter scent of woodflax burns my nostrils, and my eyes narrow. ‘How long have you been poisoning him?’

Woodflax is pernicious and unpredictable. If the healer has been dosing Torin with it for months, it’s no wonder he didn’t respond to my words alone. To counteract such a toxin will take all the skill I possess.

The healer has the ingredients I need, and I begin to snatch up jars and bottles, mixing together a tonic that will reverse the effects of the poison and bring Torin back to us.

‘What are you doing?’ Sharpe asks, still holding the healer to prevent him from running.

‘Saving our prince.’ After that I don’t speak, concentrating entirely on mixing up the potion. To make it work, I’ll need something from the one who’s been responsible for the sleep, something offered, not taken. I don’t expect cooperation, but I’m unconcerned. When it’s almost ready, I walk over to the healer, and without warning, thrust my hand into his mouth and, with a sharp crack, wrench out a tooth.

He screams in pain, but I ignore him, holding up his tooth, root and all, in front of his bleeding face.

‘Give this to me freely.’ It’s not a request. When he says nothing, I step closer towards him. ‘Or I’ll take them all.’

‘Have it,’ he sobs. ‘I give it freely.’

Permission granted, I punch him hard in his bleeding jaw, rendering him unconscious. I have no further use for him.

Ignoring Sharpe’s frown, I take the tooth to the pestle and mortar and grind it up until it’s nothing but dust. Then I stir it into the potion.

Once it’s ready, I carry the liquid to Torin. Cradling his head, I slowly pour the tonic down his throat, whispering magic over him as I do so.

When I’ve done all I can, I stand up and I rest my hand on Sharpe’s arm. ‘Go to him.’

I guide him to the edge of Torin’s bed and then step away. My part is over.

Sharpe gently moves his fingers over Torin’s body, mapping his way up to his face, where he cups Torin’s head in his hands.

‘Come back to me, my love,’ he whispers with such tenderness I think my cold heart might break. Sharpe leans forward, his lips brushing Torin’s. ‘Please come back.’

Nothing happens. And then, just when I’m losing hope, when I fear nothing can undo what has been done, Torin’s eyes flicker open.



 


[image: images]




‘Am I dreaming?’ Torin’s voice is raw, barely a whisper. But it’s there.

Relief floods through me with a force to rival the magic. He’s alive.

Sharpe is smiling down at Torin with undisguised joy. ‘Not any more.’ And the kiss they share speaks of all they’ve endured: the pain, the heartache, the separation and the sheer bliss of finding each other again.

When their embrace ends, Torin tries to move but winces.

‘It will take a while for your strength to return,’ I say. ‘Give the tonic time to heal you.’

Torin turns his head at the sound of my voice, noticing me at last. ‘Marianne.’ He sounds so happy to see me, it hurts. ‘What happened?’

‘Do you remember anything?’ Sharpe asks him, helping Torin sit up.

Torin’s forehead creases, and the lines only deepen as his memories return. ‘I was stabbed.’

I nod. ‘Yes.’

‘I feared you were dead,’ Sharpe says, resting his head against Torin’s.

Torin presses his palm to Sharpe’s cheek. ‘You can’t get rid of me that easily.’

‘I thought losing my sight was the worst thing that could happen to me, but I didn’t know true darkness until I lost you.’

Torin looks at Sharpe in a way that makes my chest ache. I remember when Bronn used to look at me like that. Bronn. The thought of him is a physical pain and my fingers absently brush my neck. He should be in Eastern waters by now. And soon I shall have to face him. I close my eyes, and try to block out the thought, turning my back on Torin and Sharpe, leaving them to their reunion. Let them have their happy moment; there will be precious few others.

While they talk, I drag the guards’ bodies inside the room, not wanting them to be discovered and the alarm raised. I ignore the way Torin stares over at me as I do so, and say very little when Sharpe fills Torin in on the events directly after he was stabbed. It feels like a lifetime ago. No, it’s more than that. It feels like it happened to a different person: one who was weak, afraid of the darkness always shadowing the corners of her being. I see now how wrong that was. As I embrace the magic a little more with every breath, I understand that it’s not me who should fear it, but others.

Starting with the King.

As soon as the sun has risen, I turn on my heel and leave the room without a backwards glance. With Torin safe I can turn my attention to his father. It’s time for the King to answer for his crimes.

I’m done hiding. This palace should be Torin’s and mine. I will not creep about our home like a common thief. My eyes are blazing with the fire that burns inside me, the bloodlust that runs in my veins.

The corridors are not as empty now. Courtiers and advisors are taking early-morning strolls through the palace halls and when they see me they scream. A ghost returned for vengeance, spattered with blood.

Some soldiers appear at the commotion and raise their swords, though I can see their hands shaking. I could fight them; I would win. But I’m in a hurry, and don’t want to waste my time with people insignificant to my mission. Brena. A simple thought is all it takes, and their swords glow red-hot, scorching their hands before clattering to the ground. The soldiers shrink back from me in terror, and do nothing to stop me walking past. The power is dizzying, my craving for it only growing.

No one else is stupid enough to challenge me as I stroll towards the throne room. Some freeze to the spot as I pass, others flee. Is this how it feels to rule? Because for the first time I’m starting to understand what motivated Adler, what turned the King into a man willing to go to any lengths to keep his power. And, with a start, I realise I can even see what drives Gaius. The thought makes my stomach lurch. But no. I am nothing like Gaius.

Still, I can’t pretend I don’t enjoy the sensation of control as I sweep unchallenged into the room of the most powerful and protected man in all the East.

The guards turn to face me as the heavy doors swing open at my command. Blades are raised to point at me. I ignore them; my eyes are only for the King.

‘Surprise.’

He’s staring down at me from his throne, eyes narrowing with irritation. ‘So the Viper didn’t kill you after all.’

‘Who says he didn’t?’ I say with a cold smile.

Hesitation flickers across his face before he regains his composure. ‘No matter, I shall finish the job. Seize her!’

I tut at him as I shake my head. Poor fool. He mistakes me for the girl he imprisoned many moons ago. He has no idea who he’s dealing with now.

I think the words: rysa stejot. As if sensing some unseen danger, the King stands, his hand moving to his sword, but when he tries to step forward he gasps in horror.

The stone floor is rising, over his ankles then up his legs, entombing him in solid rock, along with every one of his guards. Only my body remains free. The stone is eager to do its part to help me, tired of witnessing centuries of injustice and being powerless to stop it. Though the men shout for help, no one comes. There’s no one to save them from their fate. When the stone has encased them as high as their waists, I command it to rest.

I stride up to the King, and a thrill of pleasure spikes through me to see fear in his face. Finally. Finally he understands who I am. What I can do.

‘We have a lot of catching up to do, Your Majesty,’ I say, my voice laced with danger.

The King is staring at me like he’s woken from a nightmare only to find it hasn’t ended. ‘Why didn’t you die?’ he says, still struggling to accept what’s happening.

‘I did,’ I say, and I walk closer to him. ‘But what makes you think death can stop me?’

The King swallows hard. ‘What do you want? Gold, jewels? Titles? I’ll grant you a full pardon, restore you to your ship if you wish.’

The King would sell me his soul right now if I asked. I simply have no use for it.

‘Have you dreamed of this moment, as I have?’ I ask him, ignoring the audience of half-statues watching me.

The King doesn’t answer. He doesn’t have to. I doubt any of his dreams ended like this.

‘I have imagined the many ways I might kill you. With fire? Should I scorch the sins from your flesh?’ I unfurl my fist, and a flame dances on the palm of my hand. Though I can feel its heat, it causes me no pain. Or with ice? To match your frozen heart.’ And the flame crackles as heat gives way to cold and an icicle forms in its place. ‘Before you die, I want you to suffer the same depth of pain that you inflicted on me. Retribution. Moment for moment.’ I take a step closer. ‘A cruel death for a cruel king. After all, you are at least partly responsible for making me a woman capable of the long, excruciating torture that will be your end. A woman without mercy.’

‘Marianne, stop.’ Torin’s commanding voice cuts through the air. He’s walking slowly but surely into the room, Sharpe standing beside him.

The King looks at his son in astonishment, as if he had already been thinking of him as dead too. ‘You’re awake.’

Torin glances at me. ‘Only because of the woman you tried to execute.’

The King feigns innocence. ‘That woman,’ he says, pointing at me, ‘should have been put down a long time ago.’

I step forward, flames spontaneously forming in the palms of my hand.

‘Marianne.’ Torin touches my arm gently. ‘Don’t kill him.’

I swallow back the rage and the flames diminish. I’m not even sure where they came from; I gave no command. They simply formed from within me.

Torin glances around at the guards, still encased in stone. ‘Can you free them?’ he asks me. ‘I want to talk to my father alone.’

I silently ask the stone to release them all, including the King, and the moment the guards are free, they run. Not one of them remains to defend their ruler. Not one even considers it.

‘My son,’ the King says when they are gone, with an unconvincing attempt at affection, ‘I thought I’d lost you, truly. But you’re here; you’re alive. It’s time we took back control of the island from those who seek to steal our throne. We can rule together, you and I, as it always should have been.’

‘You’re right,’ Torin says to his father’s delight. I eye him sideways. ‘It is time to take back control. I’ve lost months of my life and I don’t intend to waste another moment.’

He reaches and takes Sharpe’s hand in his own. The King’s eyes narrow at the sight.

‘Marianne wanted to dispatch you as soon as she returned from killing Adler. I persuaded her otherwise, intending to give you a chance to step down with dignity. But you refused that chance. I should have known what lengths you would go to just to cling to power. After all, you’ve never hidden your true colours from me. And in return for my goodwill, what did you do? You drugged me into silence. You put my wife on trial and sentenced her to death. You allowed bandits to run riot over the islands, and you have forsaken our people.’

Now Torin steps forward, away from Sharpe and towards his father and I have never seen such anger blaze in his eyes. Judging from the apprehension on the King’s face, neither has he.

Torin’s voice drops low, menacing. ‘But do you know the worst thing you did? The reason I am going to take your throne from you without a moment’s hesitation? You hurt the man I love. You tortured him, nearly broke him, and I will never, ever forgive you for that.’

Torin turns his head towards me, his beauty only enhanced by his righteous anger. ‘He’s all yours,’ he says.

The King whips his head between us, as I smile with anticipation.

‘You told her not to hurt me,’ he shouts.

Torin looks at the man who has done nothing but mistreat him since he was born. There is no pleasure in his expression, but nor is there regret. ‘I told her not to kill you. Beyond that I don’t care what she does.’

And giving me a nod of permission, Torin returns to Sharpe, and they walk out together, the door slamming behind them. The King and I are alone.

The first time we were alone I was weak and isolated. When I asked for help, he assaulted me, blackmailed me and then betrayed me.

The last time I saw him, I was stronger, I had allies. Yet he forced people to lie about me, made people believe that I had committed his and Adler’s crimes and condemned me to death.

Now we are alone again. But this time there is no weakness.

There will be no mercy today – and he knows it.

The King backs slightly away from me. As if somehow he can escape.

‘Marianne,’ he says. He’s going to plead with me, the fool. ‘Everything I’ve done has been for the good of the islands.’

Does he actually believe that? Or is he just saying what he thinks I want to hear?

‘Everything you’ve done has been for the good of one person and one person only,’ I say, stepping towards him, my prey in my sights. ‘It’s time to pay the price for your villainy.’

‘If you hurt me, Torin won’t forgive you, whatever he may say. The boy’s always been too soft.’

Unbelievable. Even now he cannot bring himself to think well of his only child. He should be so proud of his son but can only dismiss him as inferior.

‘You don’t deserve Torin,’ I say, advancing towards him until he backs up, tripping and stumbling into his throne. ‘He is good and he is kind and he is wise. He is going to be the best king these islands have ever known. I do not think he will weep for you, or even think of you beyond today. But if he doesn’t forgive me?’ I crouch before the King, amused by how his fear has paralysed him. ‘Well, here’s the thing. I don’t care.’

There’s panic in his eyes now, as if he can see the magic rising up in me like a snake about to strike. My fangs are laced with venom and I shall sink them deep.
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