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ONE


HE WAS LOST, AND ONLY I COULD find him.


My fire-filled palm illuminated the jagged onyx of the endless, twisting tunnels. Shadows followed me, their shapes grotesque against the walls, elated to have finally found prey. They cavorted as they drew out the brutal ecstasy of the hunt. Exhausted, I stumbled over a loose rock, and my upper arm met sharp stone. Hot blood slid down inside my ripped sleeve.


I felt no pain, only urgency. I called Arcus’s name until my throat grew raw. The wind laughed.


At a fork in the tunnel, I hesitated. If I took the wrong path, I would lose him. And somehow I knew that it would be forever.


“Ruby!”


I followed the echo. The darkness became a physical thing, devouring light. A whistling breeze made the flame in my palm sputter. My steps slowed. If my fire died, I’d be at the mercy of the shadows. I could taste their greed as darkness closed around me like water, suffocating. Drowning me in night.


“Ruby!”


I could feel them now, wrapping around me like a thousand moving tentacles, constricting my breath. I screamed and struggled.


Eurus’s laughter rang out, echoing in my ears, my chest, my blood. Fear blanked my mind. The god of the east wind could kill me with a word.


Desperation lent me strength. I lashed out with my foot, connecting with something solid.


The creature howled. The shadows spun me around and gripped my shoulders. I drew back my fist and—
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“Ruby! Damn you, wake up!”


A slap stung my cheek. When my other cheek received the same treatment, I shoved at my attacker with both hands. Fire built in my palms.


“Not on my ship, you don’t!” Warm hands gripped my wrists. “No fire, you maniac! You’ll kill us all!”


Blinking against the glare of lanterns, I beheld a livid gaze—dilated black pupils ringed by golden honey-brown.


Not a vengeful god, but a furious prince.


“Kai?”


It took a second to register that the tunnels hadn’t been real, Eurus’s voice and the grasping shadows only in my mind. As I tried to remember the details, the rest of the nightmare disappeared like mist. I could only recall shadows and a sense of deep dread.


Kai’s appearance did nothing to soothe my fear. His brow was lowered ominously, his coppery-gold hair in pillow-mussed disarray. He leaned in, his low-voiced ferocity eradicating the remaining cobwebs of my dream.


“What in the everloving blazes did you think you were doing? First you try to hurl yourself over the side and now you’re threatening me with fire on a wooden vessel?” He shook my wrists until the flames in my palms died, his breath hot against my cheek. “If I have to choose, I pick the first option. At least you’ll only kill yourself!”


I’d tried to throw myself overboard? I shivered, imagining the icy water closing over my head. If Kai hadn’t grabbed me …


Obviously, I’d been sleepwalking again. This was getting downright dangerous. Not that I would admit that while accusations were being heaped on my head. It was my nature to fight back.


“Stop shouting at me!” I twisted against his hold, but his fingers and thumbs dug into my wrists like burrs. I gave him a swift, hard kick in the shin. “Let go!”


With a brusque oath in Sudesian, Kai moved back, keeping hold of my wrists. “You’ve bruised me enough for one night, don’t you think, Princess?”


Had I already lashed out while dreaming? I scanned his body for cuts and bruises, then realized I was staring. His bare chest rose and fell with harsh breaths, the lantern light painting his lean muscles with loving attention to detail.


“Couldn’t you have put on a shirt?” I snapped, averting my eyes.


“You’re lucky I bothered to pull some breeches on.” He finally let go of my wrists, watching me for signs of imminent attack before continuing. “I was dead asleep. If I’d taken the time to dress, you’d be swimming the Vast Sea right now. Or, more likely, sinking to the bottom with fish nibbling at your pretty little toes.”


“I apologize for making your life so difficult.” I crossed my arms over my wrinkled nightgown, annoyed more at myself than him. When would the sleepwalking end? It made me feel so powerless, so out of control.


While Kai started pacing in silent agitation, I turned to grip the rail and stared down at the barely visible roll of waves, waiting for the world to make sense again.


Though I couldn’t grasp the images from my dream, the sense of urgency and loss weighed heavily on me. Eurus’s laugh still rang in my ears.


That memory was eerily clear, raising gooseflesh over my scalp. I shuddered and rubbed my arms, looking around for some distraction.


Above soaring masts and full white sails, the sky lay black and clear, studded with diamonds. A suggestion of pink edged the horizon, hinting at dawn. I realized that several crew members were staring at me, as if waiting to see what mad thing I would do next. As the ship hit a swell, the planks groaned, and it sounded to my guilty ears like a judgment on my irrational behavior.


“You can all go back to your posts,” I told the sailors. I didn’t need their nervous stares to make me feel any worse.


“I’m the captain,” Kai said with grim conviction, stalking back to me. “I’ll be the one to tell them to go back to their posts.” He jerked his chin at the crew. “Get back to your posts!”


The night watch scurried away.


Kai came to lean on the rail next to me, his voice pitched lower but no less fierce. “This can’t go on.”


“I told you last time that you should bar me in my cabin at night.”


“As if that’ll stop you. You could just burn the door down!”


I threw up my hands. “I don’t know what you want me to do, Kai!”


“You were fine for weeks. Why have you started wandering the decks in your sleep these past few nights?”


“I wish I knew.” Ever since I’d destroyed the throne of Sud and taken the fire Minax into my heart, I’d had an increase in vivid dreams involving tunnels, shadows, and enclosed spaces, but only in the last week had I started sleepwalking. The crew reported my midnight wanderings to the captain—Kai—and he was the one who shook me awake and led me back to bed.


“If you would let me post a guard outside your door—” he began.


“No! Then Arcus will know something is wrong. He’ll overreact. You know he will.”


Arcus had enough to worry about. He had a kingdom to rebuild now that his brother’s devastating rule had ended, and yet he couldn’t focus on that until we stopped Eurus from opening the Gate of Light. Wherever that might be.


If we failed, a horde of Minax would break free from the Obscurum—the underground prison created by the goddess Cirrus—and the world would be populated by mortal puppets possessed by bloodthirsty shadows.


Don’t think like that. I had to focus on the next task: giving Brother Thistle The Creation of the Thrones, a book we believed had directions to the Gate of Light—if he could translate the passages that eluded us.


Kai leaned his head back, his eyes closed. There were shadows under his eyes, the planes of his face more sharply drawn. He looked exhausted.


I winced. “Look, I’m sorry you keep having to get up in the middle of the night for my sake.”


He opened his eyes and peered at the lightening sky. “Well, we’re only a couple of days from land, anyway, and then your nightmares will be someone else’s problem.” He slanted me a half smile, which died as his eyes flicked downward. “Ah …” He cleared his throat. “Maybe you should lace up your”—he pointed at his chest in lieu of description—“with a bit more care.”


I glanced down. The sleeves of my nightgown were long, the hem all the way to my ankles, but the laces at the collar had come undone, showing an alarming amount of cleavage, and possibly more from his vantage point.


“Oops,” I said, fumbling with the laces. I wondered if my faulty apparel might have been the real reason the crew had been staring for so long.


Normally I might have told Kai what he could do with his opinion about my clothing. But this wasn’t criticism of my tendency to wear a tunic and leggings instead of a gown. We needed to keep our relationship in the calmer waters of friendship, where we had steered it since leaving Sudesia.


When modesty was restored, I raised my head, but Kai had already turned on his heel, his easy strides taking him toward the companionway.


“Good night, Ruby,” he said over his shoulder. “I trust you won’t cause any more trouble tonight.”


“I won’t go back to sleep,” I called after him. In fact, I wouldn’t sleep at night for the rest of our voyage. A bright sky seemed to be the only proof against nightmares. Next time I tried to toss myself into the drowning deeps, Kai might not be there to save me.


The horizon was orange now, the stars winking out as dawn claimed its due. In a few minutes, the shadows would be gone.


“Except for the one in my heart,” I whispered. The dread I’d felt earlier returned with the suddenness of an unexpected squall.


As I turned from the rail, I could have sworn I heard laughter in the wind.
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TWO


A SHOUT OF “LAND HO!” RANG FROM the crow’s nest. Frostblood sailors rushed to the rail and scurried into the rigging, eager for their first glimpse of home in months.


Nervous warmth coursed through my veins, heating the brass rail beneath my palms. The voyage had cost us time, preventing us from doing anything more active than reading and planning. Soon we would find out if the book held the secrets we needed.


The next few hours passed in a flurry of activity. As the Tempesian half of the crew carried out their tasks with laughter and snatches of song, the Sudesians eyed the gray cliffs with distrust. This white-cloaked kingdom topped with drab pewter skies was the place where so many of their own had been murdered by the previous Frost King. It would take more than the death of that king and a few brief months for them to feel safe here.


My thoughts were equally torn.


Sudesia, with its tropical clime and vibrant colors, had felt like a warm embrace to my Fireblood spirit. And yet, Tempesia’s snowy peaks and icy mists had the pull of deep familiarity.


Its people, however, could be colder than its northern reaches. With a few exceptions, I had little use for Frostbloods.


“Your expression is very grave,” said the most notable exception. Breath as cold as an arctic wind tickled my ear. “Not looking forward to winter in the north?”


I leaned back against him and echoed his wry tone. “It’s more that I dread spending another winter with Frostbloods.” I gestured landward. “And there’s a whole kingdom of them.”


Arcus chuckled, his large hands coming to rest on my shoulders. “I’ve heard you have a history of handling those Frostbloods with great skill. Particularly their king.”


He smoothed my hair to the side and a cold kiss fell on the nape of my neck, making a delicious shudder run through me, top to tail. I turned with a smile and caught a flash of intense blue eyes before his lips met mine softly, sending another thrill along my spine.


I pulled back to murmur, “Their king seems intent on handling me.”


His chest rumbled with a laugh, and I grinned.


His fingers came to rest on my neck as his lips slid up to my temple. “You can’t blame him. You’re very touchable.”


I enjoyed his clean scent, his strength and steadiness, and snuggled closer, drawing his arms tighter around me. For the first time since my nightmare, I felt safe.


He rested his chin on my head, inhaling deeply. “You smell so good,” he said in a low, soft voice. “I could stand here and breathe you in all day.”


I tucked my cheek against his chest. “You smell like mint. I wonder if you taste as good.”


“All right, Lady Firebrand, we need to change the subject or the crew is going to blush as I bend you back over my arm and kiss you senseless.”


I knew he wanted to, just as I knew that he wouldn’t. Though he sometimes kissed me on deck, he was reserved about it. Even when we were alone, it hadn’t gone much further. Every night, he’d left me at my cabin door with a mere kiss.


“Promises, promises.”


He made a sound low in his throat, his eyes heating. “Stop it. Now, tell me what you were really thinking about.”


I looked over my shoulder at the gray cliffs. “Aside from the obvious? I’m wondering what we’ll find when we reach the capital. The Frost Court left alone for nearly three months …”


He was silent for a moment, then shrugged. “Whatever has happened, we’ll deal with it.”


I peered up at him, not trusting he was as calm as he sounded. “Doesn’t this go against the Frostblood code that tells you to plan carefully for any contingency?”


His eyes crinkled at the edges. “That may be the Frostblood code, but a certain Fireblood has taught me to live in the present. Right now, that includes enjoying the last few hours of peace on this ship.”


As if on cue, the Frostbloods erupted in the ribald shanty they always sang as we neared land, extolling the rewards of shore leave.


I lifted a brow at Arcus. “Peace?”


“Relative peace.” His eyes softened like melting ice. “I’ll take what I can get.”


I reached up to brush a lock of hair that had fallen over his forehead, and he leaned subtly into my touch. I tilted my face up, inviting.


Our lips had just brushed when Kai’s voice interrupted. “How thoughtful of you to put on a final show for the crew.”


Arcus’s arms constricted, pulling me closer. He always acted as if the Fireblood prince were waiting to snatch me away at the first opportunity.


Kai leaned against the rail with his signature indolent grace. His wine-red doublet and fiery hair—bleached more golden by the weeks of sun—were the only spots of color in a gray landscape.


“I suppose it’s cold enough to justify some cuddling,” he said, as if generously granting a request. “Though a Frostblood isn’t the logical choice if you’re looking for warmth, Ruby.”


His eyes held only the usual level of sensual promise typical of him, but Arcus reacted with a frostbitten stare.


“Watch yourself, princeling.”


“Even a Fireblood princess craves warmth sometimes,” Kai taunted with a slow grin.


Arcus’s nostrils flared. “Did you need something?”


“We’ll land soon.” Kai gestured to shore with a lift of his chin. “Just checking our plans haven’t changed.”


“Same as before,” I said. “We take the book to Brother Thistle. He finds and translates directions to the Gate of Light. We go there and make sure it stays closed so no Minax can escape. Simple.”


“Yes, that’s all very simple,” he said with an eye roll. “I hope you’re right about that book.”


“I am,” I said with more confidence than I felt.


The Fireblood masters accompanying us had been translating The Creation of the Thrones from ancient Sudesian, but they’d found no mention of the Gate’s location. However, they’d told us there were some passages in ancient Ventian—a dead language purported to be the root of both Tempesian and Sudesian, but which none of us could translate. I was sure Brother Thistle could.


“We must be realistic,” Kai said. “The book may not contain clear directions, in which case a search will be necessary.” He cleared his throat. “And at the risk of starting another argument, we must talk about how to secure ships to help us in our search. You’ve made it clear you need the Frost Court’s approval to deploy your navy.”


Arcus’s eyes held a warning. “That’s what our laws require, yes.”


“And for them to agree, the Frost Court must be convinced of the danger. Therefore, we need to show them proof the Minax exists.”


“You will not use Ruby to give them proof,” Arcus said with narrowed eyes.


“I don’t need your permission,” I added quietly.


He turned to me, his tone somewhere between commanding and begging me to see reason. “Either you could lose control of the creature and it could find another host, leaving it free to wreak carnage like the frost Minax did. Or you could lose control and hurt someone. Either way, the risk is too great.”


My jaw tightened. “I notice both of those scenarios involve me losing control.”


Kai straightened, an intense look in his golden-brown eyes. “If she allowed it to partially possess a few key members of your court, just so they could see how powerful—”


“No,” Arcus said, instant and emphatic, blocking the argument the way he’d block an attack.


“I’ve been able to control it throughout the voyage,” I reminded him with growing irritation.


“Or it has chosen to remain dormant to lull you into a false sense of security.”


That possibility had occurred to me, too, but he didn’t need to know that. “Your faith in me is flattering.”


“It’s not lack of faith in you. It’s simple caution. Do you deny that I could be right?”


Kai’s jaw moved as if his teeth were grinding together. “Listen, you stubborn …” He pressed his lips together. “They need to see this to believe it.”


Arcus dropped his arms from around me and used his extra inches of height to loom over Kai. “No.”


Kai stood his ground, heat flowing from him in waves. “Then how do you plan to convince your court?”


“I am their king. I don’t need to convince them.”


I sighed, pushing between them. “You know it’s not that simple. Your connection with me has made people distrustful. And your recent alliance with Firebloods won’t win you favor with some.”


Arcus took a breath and spoke with firm conviction. “You are the crown princess of Sudesia, heir to the fire throne. And the prince here is now the queen’s official emissary. Those things carry weight. They’ll know I’ve built trust with our enemy.”


Kai snorted angrily, and Arcus said, “I’m not calling you an enemy. I’m stating how the court sees it. Now that we have a signed treaty with the Fire Queen, that will gain my court’s full attention.”


“Weren’t you nearly assassinated by your own court? Twice?”


“Kai!” I shook my head at him. It wasn’t fair to bring up the most traumatic episode of Arcus’s life. The first assassination attempt had burned him and left him with scars.


“I thought we were stating unpleasant truths,” Kai countered without remorse.


“You won’t speak of that,” I said, low and fierce.


Arcus took my hands and squeezed them. “It’s all right, Ruby.” He addressed his next comment to Kai. “I’m convinced the Blue Legion was behind both attacks. They will have to be discovered and routed.”


“I’m relieved to hear you concede that, at least,” Kai replied. He looked up to where sailors were adjusting the sails for our arrival. “I have things to do.” He strode off toward the quarterdeck.


I moved next to Arcus, watching his stiff back and white-knuckled grip on the rail. Frost spread, melting as it touched my hand, a sign that he was losing control of his emotions. He huffed out a breath. “Every instinct is telling me to send you off somewhere safe and to fix all this myself.”


“Even if you could ‘fix this’ without me—which you can’t—I won’t be pushed aside. Kai and I are your allies. Our opinions deserve your full consideration.”


He turned to me, his brows lowered. “I listen to you. I take everything you say seriously.”


“And Kai? Do you listen to him?”


His expression closed off. “Not if I can help it.”


“That’s a problem. At least trust that Kai is on our side and behave accordingly. I’m tired of watching you trying to goad each other into fisticuffs.”


His mouth twitched up on one side. “Is it that obvious?”


“It’s obviously unnecessary, and I don’t want either of you to get hurt. Not him, whom I love like a brother, and—”


Arcus made a disgruntled noise. “I saw you kiss him, remember? Not like a brother.”


“Fine. Like a good friend who won’t ever be more because I’m already madly … attached … to someone else.”


The word love wouldn’t come to my lips. It felt like tempting the gods to express that emotion, as if Tempus himself would swoop in and snatch Arcus away from me for daring to voice it.


“So you love him,” Arcus said in a low voice, “and are attached to me.”


“That’s not what I meant. Don’t read into things. I’ve made it clear how I feel. Kai sees it. The entire ship sees it. Why don’t you?”


His mouth twisted, his eyes the color of a winter sea. “I never thought I’d be the jealous sort, and yet I often have the urge to throw him overboard.”


“He flirts with everyone, not just me.”


After a thoughtful pause, he conceded, “I suppose that is true. I will try not to smash his pretty mouth in when he directs his charm at you.”


“No smashing or you’ll answer to me.”


His mouth quirked up at one corner. “In that case, I am all compliance.”


“Just the way I like you.”


He huffed a laugh and pulled me into a tight embrace. “No doubt.”


I relaxed in his arms, lifting my face to the breeze. Land filled the skyline, the seagulls screaming like tortured spirits as we neared shore. From now on, time would move faster, and our race to defeat Eurus had to be the first and only concern.


It felt as if an hourglass had been turned over, the sands beginning to fall.
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THREE


DOREENA SIDLED UP NEXT TO ME ON the foredeck, her skirts swaying with the movement of the ship. She wore a thick cloak, but she kept her arms wrapped around herself. I smiled in greeting and subtly sent out a pulse of heat to warm her. For as long as I’d known her, she’d shown no signs of a gift of frost or fire, so the cold must have felt piercing to her thin frame.


Somehow, she always reminded me of a woodland creature. Her big, serious brown eyes, along with her nut-brown hair, small nose, and pointed chin gave her the aspect of a nervous fawn.


Her assessing gaze took in my gown. “You look very fine, my lady. I mean, Your Highness.”


“Thank you, Doreena, but I’ve told you not to use my title,” I chided. “I’m Ruby to you.”


The princess identity still didn’t quite fit, like wearing a pair of fancy slippers that pinched. Most of the time I tried not to think about it, but I knew it would shortly become a necessary mask. My title would give me credibility with any Frostblood nobles we might encounter on our way to the castle. I hoped my newfound identity as Sudesian royalty would force them to take our efforts to mend ties between the kingdoms more seriously.


I smoothed the velvet bodice of my dress. In preparation for our arrival, I had changed from my sailor’s togs into a raspberry gown with full sleeves and a vermilion belt, the same shade as the ribbons threaded through the bodice and hem. Pearl earrings matched a pearl necklace with a ruby pendant. It was part of the wardrobe given to me by Queen Nalani when we’d departed Sudesia.


As we leaned on the rail, Doreena’s eyes kept flicking to the quarterdeck, where the Fireblood prince stood at the helm, deftly guiding the ship into the harbor. I’d been careful to pretend I didn’t notice that she’d spent most of the past few weeks staring at him. From clues in his expression—an extra-bright gleam of amusement in his eyes and a slight twitch of his lips—I had the sense he was aware of her regard and enjoyed it, even though he treated her with polite neutrality. She was smitten, and I couldn’t really blame her. In his finery, he was a splendid thing to behold.


I shaded my eyes with my hand and returned to my study of the harbor. Tevros was usually a bustling port filled with merchant ships and fishing boats, the wharf swarming with sailors carrying crates and barrels of cargo. Instead, it was eerily empty, only a few unoccupied rowboats bobbing in their berths.


“Something is wrong,” I worried aloud. “It almost looks abandoned.”


Doreena tore her gaze from Kai and turned her head to examine the scene with me. She pointed to flagpoles jutting up from several buildings. “The flags are wrong.”


A white fist holding a shard of ice had replaced the king’s white arrow on a blue background.


She glanced at me. “What can it mean?”


“I don’t know.” I had a suspicion but hoped I was wrong.


We weren’t the only ones to notice something amiss. The Tempesian sailors, who knew the port well, muttered to one another in low tones. The bustle and stamp, exclamations, and raucous singing were over.


After a few minutes, Arcus appeared at the top of the companionway and moved to join us. It took only a second before he went rigid. His voice cracked like thunder. “What in Tempus’s name is that?”


Doreena shrank away, then hustled off. Apparently the king’s wrath was too much for her, even if her fears were rooted in memories of the former king and not this one.


“The flags.” I pointed. “What do they—”


He uttered a curse. “We found messages with that symbol during our investigation of the ballroom attack.” His brow lowered as he glared at the shore. “The Blue Legion dare to proclaim their treason so openly. I’ll have their standards ripped down and the conspirators expunged from my country if it’s the last thing I do.”


“They must have gained followers over the past few months,” I said quietly, “for them to be this brazen.”


He nodded, still radiating tension, but his expression had smoothed, giving him a deceptive air of calm. His rage had turned cold and was therefore at its most dangerous. Despite the fact that it wasn’t directed at me, I shivered.


This must feel personal. Not only did the Blue Legion seek a return to a previous way of life, which included outlawing or killing Firebloods, they were also publicly slapping his face with a declaration of defiance and rebellion.


“If we don’t stop Eurus, none of this will matter,” I added, reminding us both that even if we defeated this threat, there were far greater ones ahead.
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Once Kai had maneuvered the ship to a berth in the near-empty harbor, the anchor was dropped and a gangplank lowered. Arcus and I disembarked, along with the Fireblood masters and a contingent of Frostblood sailors. Kai stayed behind to keep the ship ready to sail if necessary.


A short sword hung at my hip, hidden under a long cloak. Arcus wore a similar cloak, the hood drawn up to cast his face in shadow.


A crowd of people clustered on the wharf. They moved slowly forward en masse like a flock of curious gulls. As we neared, the stench of so many bodies together—along with that of dead fish, rot, and waste—was overpowering.


Some of them must have recognized their king. They gasped and whispered, and then bowed at the waist or knelt. Arcus’s head turned slowly as he took in the assembly, doubtless noting the same things I did: They were all thin to the point of gauntness, their clothing in poor condition. Many of them shivered visibly, a sign that they were not Frostbloods, or at least had weakened or insignificant gifts.


They carried packs and satchels and stared at the ship with exhausted, pleading eyes as if it was their last hope.


Arcus called out, “Who is in charge here?”


Hands pointed toward a squat stone building between the main street and the wharf. A Blue Legion standard flapped from its roof. Two soldiers in full armor lounged on either side of the door. Unlike the crowd, they looked sleek and well fed.


The crowd parted as Arcus moved toward the building, waiting patiently when some of them needed help to get up from their kneeling position. A young woman who looked to be in the late stages of pregnancy had remained standing. She lifted her bowed head as I passed, her whole body shaking with cold.


On impulse, I untied my cloak and gave it to her. Her hand closed over the fabric reflexively. At my encouraging nod, she pulled the cloak over her shoulders with an expression of relief.


As I moved away, she grabbed my sleeve. “Is your ship taking passengers?” she asked, letting go as I turned to face her. The expectant look in her brown eyes made me wish I could give her the answer she wanted.


“I’m afraid not.” Whispers and groans of disappointment rippled outward from where we stood. Some of the onlookers began filing away with an air of dejection. “Are you all waiting to leave?”


She nodded. “There have been no ships for over a week. We have coin saved, but food and board are expensive. The longer we wait, the less we have left to pay for passage.”


“Where are you going?”


She shrugged. “Anywhere.”


An older man piped up. “Anywhere warmer than here!”


A few weak chuckles came from the remaining crowd, along with muttered agreement.


I frowned at Arcus, who had turned back to wait for me. At my look, he approached with long strides. I asked the woman, “Why do you want to leave?”


Her eyes shifted nervously to Arcus before she answered in a whisper. “It’s the Purity Exodus.”


My brow furrowed in confusion, Arcus’s mirroring my own.


“The Winter of Purification,” she said, as if that clarified things. When I shook my head, she added, “Anyone not strong enough to withstand the cold was told to leave the kingdom. By royal decree.”


“Royal decree?” Arcus said harshly. “I think not.”


“Forgive me, Your Majesty,” she said quickly, starting to bow, one hand to her stomach.


I touched her shoulder, pushing out a burst of warmth. “That’s not necessary. We only want to understand what’s going on.”


Her voice was so quiet, Arcus and I both leaned in to hear her. “The winter has been terribly harsh. People who are not Frostbloods can hardly withstand the cold. And there is a scarcity of firewood. We have no choice but to leave if we want to survive.”


“Who calls it the Winter of Purification?” Arcus asked, making an effort to sound less stern, though I sensed his underlying anger.


“You’ll find out more in the office there,” she said, gesturing to the building with the Blue Legion standard. “I don’t want to say the wrong thing.” Her eyes darted from the guards in front of the building to others patrolling the wharf.


“Thank you for the information,” I said, more convinced than ever that something was dreadfully wrong here.


“Oh,” she said, her hands unfastening the cloak. “You’ll be wanting this back.”


“Keep it,” I said with a smile, then followed Arcus, who had set off again for the building.


The two guards straightened as we approached, their expressions hostile.


“Halt!” shouted the portly, older guard.


“Stand aside,” Arcus said calmly. “Where can I find your superior?”


The answer came in a deadpan voice as if he’d repeated it many times. “This is the office of the Right Honorable Lord Grimcote of Agrifor Province, High Overseer of the Purity Exodus. He takes no visitors without an appointment.” The guard looked us up and down, and his tone relaxed. “You can make an appointment through Secretary Jarobs. Might get in as early as next week.”


“He will make an exception for me,” Arcus said with a hint of irony.


“I doubt it,” the squat guard said, his eyes skimming my figure with frank appreciation. “I can see you’re not from here, but don’t worry,” he said with a reassuring lift of his palm. “Trade with other kingdoms will still be welcome. If you come from Safra, the Coral Isles, or even Sudesia, you’ll be allowed to dock at our ports and deal fairly with our merchants. Fairly, mind you! None of that Sudesian cheating. You wouldn’t want us to close off trade with you again now that it’s just been opened.”


“Indeed, no,” I agreed, swallowing my rage. “I wouldn’t want to be kept away from your lovely shores.” I swept my eyes around, encompassing the slushy, uncleared streets as well as the piles of refuse thrown in corners. When my eyes returned to his, he was still beaming. Irony was lost on this one.


Arcus remained resolutely silent.


The other, taller guard leered at me. “If you’re looking for work, you might want to check at the Painted Lady.” He jerked his chin to the street at his right. “The madam employs girls like yourself, and she’s none too picky where they’re from, either. It’s nice to have some variety now and then, isn’t it?”


He raised his brows and grinned at Arcus, apparently waiting for him to agree. Instead, Arcus drew off his hood. “I fear you’re operating under some misconceptions.” His stony expression must have given the guards pause, though no spark of recognition lit their dull faces.


“We meant no offense,” the older guard said. “But as a favor, I’ll tell you that you shouldn’t get too attached to this one.” He indicated me with a nod. “Frostbloods won’t be permitted to form attachments to non-Frostbloods. Not if you want to live in Tempesia, that is.”


“You are mistaken.” Arcus bared his teeth in a rictus of a grin, all threatening white teeth and anticipation. “Very dangerously mistaken. Now, move.”


The squat guard shook his head again, his expression turning from earnest to belligerent. “I told you, go talk to Jarobs. You might get in to see Lord Grimcote next week, or at the most two or three—”


Before he could finish, his mouth was full of ice. In seconds, his body was covered in layers inches thick. On his other side, his companion’s eyes were frozen wide and staring. Arcus’s hands were lifted, each directed at one of the guards, his fingertips glittering with frost.


Relieved I didn’t have to put my rusty swordsmanship to the test, I gave Arcus a smile. “Nicely done.”


He pulled his hood back on. “Two hands. Two guards. Simple.”


Stepping past their frozen bodies, he opened the door.
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FOUR


THE OVERSEER SAT AT A MAHOGANY desk covered with tidily arranged ink pots, quills, and rolled parchments. A small, snow-dusted window provided filtered light, and a coal-filled brazier in the corner smoked with heat.


He looked up as we entered, blinking twice before his eyebrows scrunched together in consternation. Really, it was more of a single brow, the thick dark hairs growing together in the middle.


I stared hard at him. I was sure I’d never met any Lord Grimcote before, and yet he seemed familiar. The roundness of his face, the small eyes set like currants in dough …


“Who let you in here?” he barked, the feather in his royal-blue velvet hat wobbling. “I don’t take visitors without appointments.”


I halted midstep. As frozen as the guards.


“Brother Lack?” I breathed in complete stupefaction.


His eyes rounded, and his jowls shook as he opened and closed his mouth. His expression of stark fury confirmed his identity as nothing else would have.


“You!” His lip curled. “The Fireblood scum.”


His familiar insult helped me recover from the shock. Squaring my shoulders, I moved toward the chair facing his desk. Memories flashed through my mind—his fist descending toward me as I lay helpless on the floor of Forwind Abbey, his accusations that I’d started a dangerous fire. How he’d informed the king’s soldiers of my presence there, resulting in my capture and the deaths of some of the monks. I hated him for that, and by the murderous look on his face, the feeling was still mutual.


I sat calmly, folding my hands in my lap. “It’s been so long. Keeping busy?”


“Guards!” he shouted.


“They won’t be coming,” Arcus informed him, moving to stand behind my chair—a tall, hooded presence radiating cold. “And I believe you’ll want to apologize for that remark to Princess Ruby. Now.”


“Princess?” Brother Lack’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Fine clothes do not a princess make. You’re still a filthy Fireblood peasant underneath.”


I made a show of wiping my cheek. “You still spit when you talk. I’d forgotten that charming quality.”


As I spoke, Arcus removed his hood.


Brother Lack’s eyes swept upward, and his throat bobbed on a long swallow. “Arcus!”


The former monk clearly remembered him as the young man who had lived in Forwind Abbey. Arcus’s true identity had remained secret from everyone but a trusted few. However, the story of the scarred king retaking his throne must have spread throughout the kingdom by now. Brother Lack seemed to put it together from one heartbeat to the next. It showed in the parade of horror, annoyance, and finally a grittily forced expression of subservience that played across his features.


He pushed his chair back and stood, bowing as low as he could with the impediment of a thick, finely worked leather belt cinching his rounded waist, then swallowed again as he straightened. “Forgive me, Your Majesty. I didn’t realize … I did not expect your presence in my … hem … quiet city. How can I be of service?”


The room had chilled with Arcus’s impatience. “I await your apology to the princess.”


Brother Lack forced out the words between gritted teeth. “My apologies … Princess.”


“Your apology is as gracious as expected,” I replied evenly. “And I accept it with as much enthusiasm as it was delivered.”


He gave me a killing look. I smiled and picked up a scroll from his desk, aware his face was flushing dangerously. “Grain is indeed expensive in these parts.” I flicked a look up at him. “Perhaps you lack”—I smiled as I realized I’d used his name—“the skills to negotiate a reasonable price. I’d be happy to instruct you in the art of negotiation. I’m told I have a talent for it.”


His face continued to redden. “No. Thank you.” The polite afterthought seemed to be dragged from the soles of his feet, fighting every inch of the way.


I could sense Arcus’s impatience behind me, although he made no move to interfere as I took another scroll and broke the seal, then skimmed its contents. A letter from Lord Grimcote to his butcher, complaining about inferior cuts of meat. I inspected his seal. It was a semicircle with lines radiating out from it.


“What is this?” I asked, waving the seal at him. “A setting sun?”


His eyes widened. “Put that down! That is my private correspondence!”


I shook my head. “It’s too cheery for you. How about a storm cloud? I think that would suit better. Or perhaps a puddle.”


Arcus took a cursory glance at the seal and said, “I don’t recall a Lord Grimcote among my nobility.”


“I …” He cleared his throat. “It is a recent title, bestowed upon my father by King Rasmus for his loyal service.”


“Meaning your father donated significant coin to my brother’s war against Safra. Where is your land?”


“In the Aris Plains,” he admitted stiffly.


“Of course,” I muttered.


King Rasmus had taken land in the independent-minded southern provinces—the area that had had the highest concentration of Firebloods in Tempesia—and parceled it out to certain nobles as reward for their contributions to his war. It was no secret that Arcus planned to take some of that land back, returning it to the farmers who had worked it for generations. It was one of the complaints fueling the Blue Legion.


“So your vow of poverty means nothing to you,” I said, amused at his flaring nostrils. How easy it was to goad him. “A fact made even clearer when you look out your window at the hundred or more starving people freezing to death on those docks. They seemed to view the arrival of our ship as a last hope.”


“I can’t control how many people choose to leave our shores, or how few ships are here to transport them. The Winter of Purification is upon us. I do not question the will of the gods; I merely serve.”


“I think it’s your own will you follow. You always were obsessed with Frostblood purity.”


“Only the strongest will remain.” His eyes shifted to Arcus. “No true Frostblood would object to that.”


“Is that what you’re posturing as?” I demanded. “A true Frostblood? Last I checked, you had no gift to speak of.”


He drew himself up. “I’ve always thought the mark of a true Frostblood was in his character.”


“Excuse me?” I laughed at the idea of him having anything resembling character. “Oh, and I suppose that’s why those people out there are freezing? Because they have no character?” My voice rose. “I think it’s because they don’t have your connections, your wealth, and your guile. You plunder their lands to fill your coffers, spending your coin on food and fine clothing while common folk starve! The proof is in these invoices and ledgers.” I grabbed a wad of scrolls and tossed them at him. They hit his chest and scattered. “Do you deny it?”


“I don’t owe them anything, damn you!” Spittle flew, hitting my heated skin with a sizzle. “I certainly owe you no explanations. You are nothing but an upstart rebel who was pretty enough to attract the attentions of a scarred and ugly king!”


The words reverberated in my head. It was one thing to insult me, but to say that about Arcus …


“I’m so glad you gave me an excuse to do this,” I said hoarsely, raising my fiery palms. “Even your bones will be ashes.”


“Ruby, wait,” Arcus said behind me.


I barely heard him. As fury and fire built in equal measure, a sense of joy exploded in my heart.


The Minax woke, readying to feed off the kill.


Let it. This vile excuse for an overseer deserved to die.


“Hold, Ruby. Look!” Arcus took my wrist in hand and turned it so I could see. My veins ran the color of tar. “We can’t risk it taking over!”


I don’t care. Fire twisted in copper threads and golden arcs, rushing back and forth between my palms in a hypnotic pattern.


The Minax whispered encouragement.


Burn him. Burn his bones. Flay him with fire.


Palms raised, Brother Lack whispered, “Please.”


The cold of Arcus’s fingers on my wrist did more to penetrate the angry haze than that single pleading word. I lowered my hands but kept them molten hot.


Arcus moved forward, leaning on the desk’s edge, frost lacing its way over the polished wood as he addressed the terrified overseer.


“You will resign your post. You will go quietly with my soldiers to await your interrogation. I will pull up the roots of this treason. And don’t think for a second I’ve forgotten what you did to the princess at Forwind Abbey—how it was you who alerted the soldiers to her presence.”


Lack’s eyes shifted to me. When I didn’t make a move to attack, he straightened and addressed Arcus in a shaking voice. “This goes deeper than you think. Your authority isn’t what it was before you left. If you don’t pledge your fealty to the Blue Legion, you will find yourself in your own dungeon.”


“You dare,” I said, my fire flaring.


He lifted his palms in surrender. “It was meant as a warning. I am but a facet in the gem of the Blue Legion. Crush me, and you will only release the blinding fury of its other sides. You cannot fight the divine.”


“The divine?” Arcus scoffed. “Your agenda has nothing to do with Fors and everything to do with your own ambition.”


He shook his head frantically. “We are merely servants. He will reward us for our faithfulness.”


“Get out before I change my mind and execute you today, which is what you surely deserve. Know that it is only my concern for the princess that has saved you.”


Brother Lack finally looked convinced. He trembled as he rounded the desk and scurried toward the door. As he saw his frozen guards outside, he stumbled and fell to his knees. The plumed velvet hat went skidding into the dirty slush. As he stumbled to his feet, he turned a glare of loathing back onto us. “I will relish the day you taste the Blue Legion’s vengeance.”


Arcus sucked in a breath and went after him, grabbing him up by the back of his doublet and shaking him, for all his weight, as if he were a disobedient puppy, then tossing him into a snowbank. At a word from their king, Frostblood soldiers surrounded the overseer and dragged him off.


As soon as I stepped out of the building, Arcus turned and grabbed my hands to check my wrists. His breathing calmed when he saw my blood was red once again.


“You’re all right?” he asked.


“Yes, I feel fine now.”


It was true. The Minax had quieted. But I had lost my complacent state of mind. Perhaps Arcus had been right, that it wasn’t so much I’d kept the creature under control on the voyage as it hadn’t chosen to assert itself. A chill that had nothing to do with the bitter wind swept down my spine. I would have to be very careful of my emotions.


Thankfully, seeing Arcus vent his rage had eased my own somehow. I almost wanted to laugh when I remembered Brother Lack bumbling into the snow, hat a-flying.


“You could have executed him,” I pointed out, staring up at Arcus.


“A dead man can’t answer questions.”


Good point. “You’ll have to keep him in custody or he’ll go crying to the rest of the Blue Legion that you’re here.”


“They’ll find out soon enough that their miserable excuse for a game is over. He’s lucky I was worried about you, or I’d have waited until you were done with him and sent his burned corpse to the capital as a warning.”


“Would you, really?” That seemed harsh coming from him, but I’d never truly seen him pushed beyond his limits.


He halted and gave me a measuring look. “Would you disapprove?”


I didn’t even have to pause to consider my answer. “In his case? No.”


“I thought not.” He searched my eyes as he stepped close—almost as if he were looking for something—but then leaned forward. I tilted my chin up, but we became aware at the same time of the dozens of eyes trained on us. He surveyed the throng of shivering citizens. “We have work to do here before we can leave. These people need food, and they need shelter and heat.”


An idea formed as I saw the Fireblood masters clustered nearby. “I think I know a way we can warm them up.”
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FIVE


OVER THE FOLLOWING DAYS, WE SET up warming stations and shelters in a public inn and a few large houses, where the Fireblood masters regulated their body temperature to throw off heat.


I took charge of the infirmary. Anyone versed in the healing arts lent a hand, including Doreena, who surprised me with her knowledge. An apothecary’s stores were put to use—willingly once I assured the owner we would reimburse her for the value of her herbs and tinctures.


The main problem among the populace turned out to be malnourishment, since the Blue Legion had been charging non-Frostbloods exorbitant prices for food. Fortunately, that was no longer a problem once we discovered that Brother Lack had commandeered a luxurious manor from a local merchant, and its outbuildings were crammed with grain, dried meat, cheese, root vegetables, and sundry winter stores. He’d been gorging while the refugees practically starved.


Arcus’s soldiers and Kai’s sailors rounded up the Blue Legion’s forces and, with a little modification, turned their barracks into a temporary prison. It turned out not to be too difficult since most of them were found lolling about in taverns or the infamous Painted Lady.


Eilynn, an experienced captain in the Tempesian navy, was Arcus’s choice as the new overseer. She would have no difficulty maintaining order in the city, even after we left.


Some homeowners objected when we requisitioned their rooms for refugees, but a surprising number of them were cooperative. As it turned out, not everyone agreed with the Blue Legion’s ideals. Many locals, even those in the merchant and upper classes, confessed relief that Lord Grimcote was gone, and now that their king had returned, things would get back to normal.


At first, my patients in the infirmary seemed wary of me and the Fireblood masters. Many of the displaced citizens came from northern provinces where they’d never even seen a Fireblood and had only heard about us from cautionary tales: “Don’t trust a Fireblood, or you’ll surely be burned!”


But the heat, food, and shelter warmed them inside and out, and I began to see that we were gaining their trust. It was the first encouraging sign that there might be a chance to heal the rift between kingdoms.


After only three days, the city had undergone a minor transformation, with shelters, pallets, and blankets for all.


On the fourth day, the young woman I’d given my cloak, Anda, gave birth to a beautiful daughter she named Gyda after her own mother. Gyda had black hair and dark eyes and the prettiest little rosebud lips I’d ever seen.


I watched in fascination as the infant nursed at her mother’s breast, the way she latched on and fed contentedly. Anda stroked her tiny head and smiled. When the hungry infant finally had enough, she fell into a peaceful sleep.


“Would you like to hold her?” Anda asked, offering me the cozy bundle.


I nodded but took a minute to regulate my body temperature first, and to make sure that the Minax was tightly under control before I put out my arms. My heart squeezed as Anda placed the swaddling-wrapped newborn in my arms. She seemed so tiny and breakable. A fierce urge to protect her came over me.


No child should be left in the cold because of some heartless devotion to purity, I thought as I rocked the slight but precious weight in my arms. When kingdoms war, when gods seek revenge, it’s innocent people who suffer most.


Eurus was ready to tear apart our world, with no care at all for the mortals he would destroy. My resolve hardened to fight him with everything I had, even if it meant my life.


“She’s not a Frostblood,” Anda said with an air of regret as she looked down at her tiny daughter in my arms.


“Neither am I,” I said brightly, cooing at the baby. I stroked my fingertip over her tiny fist. Her skin was like velvet. Her hand opened and caught my finger in a surprisingly strong grip.


I laughed with delight. “Her hand is like a little vise!”


“That’s nothing compared to the strength in her jaw.”


I chuckled at the mother’s wry expression. “She’s perfect. She’s going to be loved, and that’s all that counts.”


“You’re right.”
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Aside from a few snoring patients, the infirmary was finally quiet for the night. The manor’s ballroom had turned out to be perfect for us, its fireplace providing heat and a warm glow that made the room feel snug despite its size.


Everyone’s injuries had been tended, every patient given herbs to help with pain. Of the healers and volunteers, only Doreena and I remained, bundling up dirty linens and tidying the supplies.


When she was finished, she scrubbed her hands with lye soap in the bucket of melted snow I’d turned into warm washing water. “I’m glad this day is done. I don’t think I sat down once.”


“A long day,” I agreed, rolling up a clean bandage and storing it in a basket kept handy for the healers.


“If you don’t need me, milady, I’m going to bed.” She dried her hands on a clean rag and rubbed her lower back as she straightened.


We shared a room on one of the lower floors of the manor house. It had two beds, but I’d barely used mine. As tired as I was, I couldn’t sleep at night. I felt too jumpy and anxious to relax unless it was a quick catnap during the day. Beyond worrying that I might have a nightmare and sleepwalk around the infirmary, terrifying the patients, every day that passed without searching for the Gate of Light brought me closer to panic.


“Soon,” I said. “I want to check if we have enough linens for tomorrow.”


She managed a tired smile. “Good night.”


An hour later, I was folding clean rags and placing them in a neat pile when the squeak of the door opening brought me sharply alert.


I relaxed as I recognized Arcus’s silhouette even before he entered the glow of firelight. “It must be past midnight. Shouldn’t you be asleep?”


“I was on my way to bed when I decided to check if you were still here. I’m glad I did.” Without another word, he took the folded linens from my hands, put them aside, and swept me into his arms.


I bit off a yelp of surprise, and my hands came automatically around his neck. “What are you doing?”


“Stealing you.”


“Stop, thief,” I whispered.


His teeth flashed white in the dark. “Just retrieving what’s mine.”


A pleasant shiver passed through me. My body didn’t seem to mind his assessment of ownership. His strong arms holding me so securely calmed my thoughts.


Still, I couldn’t let that claim go. “Yours?”


“No?” He lifted me and placed a hard kiss on my mouth.


My skin heated at the possession in that kiss, however much I might object in principle. I leaned up and initiated one of my own, letting my lips linger against his. “Unless you also belong to me.”


He was breathless when I pulled away, and I didn’t think it was from taking the stairs two at a time. “I gladly agree to your terms.”


“My room is downstairs,” I pointed out.


“But mine isn’t.”


He pushed open a door at the end of a long hallway. The room was small and spartan with only a dresser, washstand, and trunk. It was clearly meant for a servant.


“You didn’t take the lord’s chamber?”


“Two whole families can fit in there. This is enough for me.”


He set me on the bed before unbuckling his sword belt and setting it on the floor within reach. Then he removed his leather vest. I had already undressed down to my chemise and was under the covers by the time he joined me.


“You’re still dressed,” I pointed out.


“I’m so tired, I could sleep in full armor. Come here.” He turned on his side and reached an arm around my waist to haul me to him, my back to his front. I rested my arm alongside his. My heat soon enveloped both of us, creating a snug cocoon under the quilt. He sighed and kissed the top of my head. Contentment washed over me. Maybe I could actually sleep.


“Why did you bring me here?” I asked. “Not that I’m complaining.”


“Because I missed you,” he said, his voice a sleepy rumble. “And I thought you might be missing me.”


“I was.”


I wriggled under his arm until I was facing him. I wanted to see him. The corners of his lips curved up slightly as I rested a hand on his shoulder, but his eyes didn’t open. His breathing deepened. The tension in his face eased, making him look both younger and more vulnerable. A protective urge came over me—almost like it had as I held baby Gyda—to stand between him and any harm that could come to him.


It was ironic that I carried the greatest danger in my heart.


“When do we go to Forsia?” I asked, hearing the desperate edge in my voice. The sands in the hourglass were falling. We’d lost time by staying to help the people in Tevros. For all we knew, Eurus could be at the Gate by now.
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