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To every woman who was told to make herself smaller and chose to burn brighter instead.

Your fire can light up the world.

This one’s for you.





  
REGARDING REFERENCES TO PLANTS AND POISONS

Some are true, some are not.

It’s safest not to guess which is which.

Don’t try this at home.





  
PROPHECY

‘Gold will turn to silver in a blaze of iron and embers, giving rise to ancient power long forgotten’

– PROPHECY FROM 
THE SEER QUEEN OF AVEUM
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CHAPTER 1

Torj
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‘When the midrealms descended into the core conflict of the shadow war, there were only three Warswords in existence: Vernich Warner, Torj Elderbrock and Wilder Hawthorne. The Bloodletter, the Bear Slayer and the Hand of Death fought valiantly against tyranny and emerged triumphant from the harrowing final battle’

– A History of Thezmarr

THE AGONY OF it was blinding. The very fibres of Torj’s soul were fraying apart, his bones catching alight, the flames devouring him from within. On and on it went, like nothing he’d ever endured.

And it wasn’t his pain alone.

It was Wren’s.

A golden thread joined them, a bond that went deeper than love, and it was now the very thing that was killing her.

Wren was dying.

Torj could feel the life leaving her through the tether between them.

‘I love you,’ he whispered, before, with all his strength, he tore the soul bond in two—

The slice of a blade through his skin brought him back to the present. A skirmish with a band of rebels, where he savoured the familiar dance of combat and the way his body leaned into the violence like the embrace of an old friend.

There was nothing like ending a life with his war hammer. Nothing like the impact vibrating up his arm as he swung and swung again.

Three dozen traitors.

Two Warswords.

And the clash of steel to drown out Torj’s regrets.

‘I thought there were only supposed to be five of them,’ grunted his friend, Wilder, as he sliced the heel tendon of an opponent, blood spraying.

Torj brought his hammer down on another assailant. ‘That’s what our source said. Apparently, they were wrong.’ He didn’t care. Brushing a lock of silver hair from his eyes, he pivoted and struck out with his gore-streaked weapon again.

For two weeks, Torj and Wilder had tracked what they believed to be a small unit of the traitor organization, the People’s Vanguard, across the midrealms. They were in search of Queen Reyna, who had been taken hostage during the recent attack on Drevenor Academy. But now, in an abandoned underground temple in Tver, there was no sign of her. Instead, flickering torchlight cast writhing shadows on the moss-covered walls, revealing that the enemy numbers far exceeded the details the Warswords had been given.

‘On your left!’ Torj shouted at his brother-in-arms as an assailant leapt from behind a statue. There was a flash of silver – steel gifted by the Furies – as the warrior known as the Hand of Death swung his swords.

The look of surprise was frozen on the enemy’s face as his severed head flew, landing with a thud in a pool of someone else’s blood.

‘You’re welcome,’ Torj muttered.

Wilder launched himself into another attack. ‘I knew he was there.’

Torj relished the battle-calm that settled over him as time slowed. His hammer became an extension of him, a blur of iron connecting with a knee, the joint giving way beneath the blow. Torj’s momentum carried the weapon in an arc, catching another rebel in the side, ribs cracking beneath it. The thrill of the fight, the rhythm of combat – it was all he needed, all he wanted, or so he told himself as more bones and bodies broke around him. But it didn’t matter how much damage he inflicted, or how much enemy blood he spilled . . .

There was no forgetting what he’d done.

To her.

His hand drifted to the web of scars beneath his shirt and a part of him reached out into the dark nothing before him, searching for something it would never find. Something that he had destroyed. ‘It’s the last piece of me you’ll ever have.’

He’d hurt her, hurt her to save her, and now . . . he’d never have her.

With each swing of his hammer, he banished a memory of her from his mind. Wren’s gaze softening as she showed him how to harvest lavender from Drevenor’s gardens. The gentle weight of her hand on his chest. The taste of her on his lips.

‘I’m yours as well.’

As more blood stained the tiles of the temple, he cast away the fantasies he’d had. Of one day showing her Tver, just the two of them; of building her a greenhouse of her own; of attending a gala, a name day – anything, proudly hand in hand.

Wilder’s voice cut through the chaos. ‘Queen Reyna’s not with them.’

‘I can see that,’ Torj grunted as the flat of a blade hit his shoulder and he sent its wielder’s head through a wall of tile. ‘No hostages down here. Doesn’t mean they don’t know where she’s being held.’

Torj’s muscles burned as he hefted the massive war hammer, its weight a familiar comfort in his callused hands. A line of rebels charged at him, shields raised high. He couldn’t help the sense of satisfaction that washed over him as he swung low and the hammer’s head whistled through the air. It connected with a resounding crack, splintering the shields and sending wooden shards flying. The rebels stumbled, off-balance, and Torj seized the opportunity. He pivoted, bringing the hammer up, catching the first man square in the chest. Ribs crunched beneath the blow, and the rebel flew backwards, crashing into his comrades.

‘How have they recruited so many, so quickly?’ Wilder called out.

‘Why? Losing your touch, Hawthorne?’ Torj shouted back, pushing forwards and using his Furies-given strength to throw another rebel off him. In one fluid motion, he reversed his grip and swung the hammer’s spike end. It found its mark in the man’s shoulder, puncturing armour and flesh alike. The rebel’s scream was cut short as Torj wrenched the weapon free, bringing it down once more on the man’s helm. The metal caved with a sickening crunch, and the rebel dropped like a stone.

‘Hardly,’ Wilder replied, thrusting his blade through an exposed neck. ‘But it’s not their numbers I’m worried about.’

Frowning, Torj whirled around, following his friend’s gaze. A fresh group of rebels appeared in a passageway, glass vials in their hands.

‘Shit,’ he muttered, slitting another attacker’s throat with his dagger, blood gushing across the tops of his boots. ‘Hawthorne! Pull your mask up!’ From around his neck, Torj drew a piece of fabric up over his mouth and nose—

Glass shattered at his feet.

A strange vapour coiled around his boots, attempting to creep up his leathers. Torj darted away, lifting rebels bodily from his path and hurling them across the temple, their shrieks echoing in the cavernous space.

Standing shoulder to shoulder with Wilder, Torj took in the vials exploding around them. ‘There’s no knowing how effective these masks are . . .’ He brought his hammer down with all his might, aiming for the juncture of a nearby soldier’s neck and shoulder. The squelch of ruined flesh and bone followed.

‘They’ve been tested against the alchemy used at Drevenor during the battle.’ Wilder threw a dagger across the temple, pinning a rebel through his shoulder to the wall by the entrance. ‘Farissa warned that they’d only buy us time, if anything.’

‘Great.’ Torj scanned the advancing unit. Their vials glinted in the candlelight, more glass shattering around them. The acrid scent of chemicals and fumes filled the air. ‘Then it’s time to get the fuck out of here.’

‘Agreed,’ Wilder replied, thrusting his blade into an incoming rebel’s ribs.

‘But I’m not leaving empty-handed,’ Torj growled. He started for the exit, pointing to where the lone rebel was still immobilized by Wilder’s dagger. An emblem signalling a rank of leadership was clear on his chest. ‘We fight our way out and take that bastard with us.’

Torj didn’t wait to see if Wilder followed his order. With plumes of another chemical concoction billowing through the temple, he took on three attackers, the thrill of the fight still singing in his veins. This dance of life and death – this was what he was made for. Alchemy and alchemists be damned.

The Warswords battled their way through the ranks closing in, dodging potions and powders and all manner of horrors that had been born in a crucible. The temple was a flurry of chaos. Enemies screamed upon exposure to their own concoctions. Many clearly weren’t trained in combat, which was something, but it made the creations they hurled at the warriors no less dangerous.

Ducking and weaving through the madness, Torj ripped Wilder’s dagger free from the man, his scream near deafening. Lifting him by the back of his jerkin, Torj sprinted for the exit, where Wilder was carving his way through the last line of rebels.

Sunlight kissed Torj’s face as he burst from the temple, passing beneath three towering stone statues of the great goddesses, the Furies.

‘Hawthorne!’ he shouted, glancing back at the angry mob still rushing towards them. Torj flung aside his captive, who scrambled back and cowered in the dust. With a deep breath, the Bear Slayer reached for the first stone likeness of the deities and pushed.

With all his Furies-given strength, he pressed his shoulder against the statue and bore down, meaning to block the passage entirely. The ancient monument creaked and protested beneath the force, but he could feel the leverage tipping in his favour—

‘Now!’ Wilder yelled from nearby.

A roar escaped Torj as he sank everything he had into a final drive of his body against the stone.

The statue gave way.

Torj sprang back as it crashed to the ground, a second monument following in its wake at the hands of Wilder, the sound booming through the surrounding valley, muffling the screams from within. Clouds of white dust poured from the site, rubble and ruins blocking the entrance to the temple entirely.

Only one of the Furies’ likenesses remained standing.

Beside Torj, Wilder wiped the sweat from his brow and shook his head. ‘How much bad luck did we just saddle ourselves with?’

Torj spat a mouthful of dust on the ground, surveying the damage. ‘I don’t want to know.’ He turned to the rebel, who whimpered at the sight of him. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

His captive’s eyes were wide with fear, but he remained stubbornly silent.

‘I’m not against getting creative,’ Torj warned the pitiful bastard, drawing his dagger from his belt menacingly. Without Wren, his purpose was singular now: to find and rescue the queen by whatever means necessary. When the job was done, he could leave everything behind.

Wilder approached, sheathing his swords with a tired sigh. ‘Allow me,’ he said, pulling out a small vial filled with a deep violet syrup. ‘Our friend here is about to become very talkative.’

Torj’s eyes narrowed at the potion. ‘What is it?’

‘A gift from your poisoner,’ Wilder replied, uncorking the vial.

‘She’s not my anything,’ Torj bit out.

Wilder simply snorted and forced the concoction to the rebel’s mouth, pouring it down his throat as he thrashed against their hold. ‘Wren called it a truth serum of sorts,’ he explained, ramming his hand across the lower half of the man’s face so he couldn’t spit it out.

Torj faltered. Her name spoken aloud sent a bolt of lightning through his chest, had the scent of spring rain and jasmine unfurling impossibly around him.

‘She said it would make our jobs easier without resorting to . . . Well, more traditional methods,’ Wilder continued.

‘When?’

‘Around the same time she dismissed you as her guard . . . which you still haven’t talked about.’

Torj clenched his jaw. It certainly wasn’t the first time his friend had tried to wrangle an explanation from him or rile him up. ‘There’s nothing to say.’

‘No?’ Wilder raised a brow as the rebel kicked out, his eyes widening as the potion took effect. ‘Because one minute you were kissing her for all the world to see, and the next . . . Well, look around, Bear Slayer. You obviously fucked up.’

‘You would know. You’ve made more than your fair share of mistakes.’

‘Exactly, which is why—’

‘Enough,’ Torj growled, thrusting his chin towards their captive. ‘There are more pressing matters at hand.’

Wilder gave a grunt of reluctant agreement and removed his hand from the rebel’s mouth.

Torj noted the telltale signs of poisoning in his dilated pupils and shallow breaths; he was no longer thrashing against them, but seemed be experiencing an internal struggle.

A calculated and powerful concoction was at work. It was Wren’s creation alright.

‘Where is the Queen of Aveum?’ Torj asked. ‘Where is Queen Reyna?’

The rebel seemed to fight against the words escaping him, but they broke from his lips all the same: ‘There’s a shipping yard . . . A few days’ ride from here . . .’

Torj gaped at him. He knew better than to question what exactly was in the potion. Wren was as deadly as a viper when she wanted to be. Though he knew well enough by now that there were no limits to what she could achieve, it was another thing entirely to see a man’s willpower altered so quickly before his very eyes. Still, he had an interrogation to conduct.

‘Be more specific,’ he snapped. ‘Where is the shipping yard? Is Queen Reyna there now? How many hold her?’

‘Three days’ ride at most, south-west as the crow flies. There’s a map with it marked in my pocket,’ he rasped. ‘Your queen is there. And will be until the end of the week. A band of the People’s Vanguard holds her. Some of our very best. More than you found here.’

‘Have they harmed her?’ he demanded.

‘Not that I know of,’ the rebel replied. ‘But things happen on the road . . .’

Torj glared at their captive, jabbing a finger into the emblem on his chest. ‘What are you, a captain? How is your leader recruiting? From where?’

‘A captain, yes.’ The rebel sighed, blinking slowly and sagging in defeat against the effects of the serum. ‘He targets the worst-affected villages from each of the kingdoms, the ones still not recovered from the shadow war. He arms them with potions and poisons, with alchemy . . . He chooses people to spread word of the cause and to root out anyone who still believes in the old ways.’

‘Old ways?’ Wilder barked. ‘What the fuck does that mean?’

‘The ways of kings and queens.’ The fervour in the man’s eyes made Torj uneasy. ‘Where we commoners are forced to bow to magic wielders. Rulers and Warswords are relics now, brought down by humble potions . . .’

Torj’s hand found its way around their captive’s throat. ‘Thezmarr won’t stand for it.’

The traitor spoke his final words with a bitter smile. ‘Every reign has its end.’





CHAPTER 2

Wren
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‘Repetition and failure are the backbones of alchemy’

– Alchemy Unbound

‘FOR FURIES’ SAKE,’ Wren cursed, watching as yet another experiment failed in the shallow dish before her.

Her sister Thea glanced up from where she was poring over several maps on Wren’s bed, twirling her dagger between her fingers. ‘What is it?’

The war hero hadn’t objected to being appointed Wren’s temporary guard after the Bear Slayer had been sent away. She hadn’t even complained about being separated from Wilder, nor had she pushed Wren to divulge what had happened between her and the Bear Slayer after the battle. But seeing her sister where he had sat cleaning his hammer struck a raw nerve in Wren every time.

‘We were fooling ourselves, thinking this could work.’

‘You made me someone I’m not. I’m a fucking Warsword, Embervale. I’ll always be a Warsword.’

‘I’m exactly the man you thought I was.’

His absence made her feel how she’d felt in those early months after the war had ended – when she was bone-weary, when all hope seemed to have been sucked out of the world around her, even though it was finally free of darkness. Worse, now a new darkness had taken hold of the world, taken hold of her, and she couldn’t seem to defeat it.

‘I don’t understand,’ she told her sister, staring into the alchemy samples that had been the bane of her existence for a fortnight. ‘The solution I gave Zavier worked. It saved his life! Yet two weeks later, I still can’t replicate it . . . What am I missing?’

‘Have you considered that what you’re missing might be sleep?’ Thea grumbled.

‘No one else at Drevenor is sleeping, Thea,’ Wren replied sharply. ‘Everyone here is doing what they can to understand the threat, to prepare us for what’s to come. Every adept and sage in this academy is working as we speak, perfecting advanced forms of alchemy that will aid us in any conflict.’

As an adept, Wren would not be competing in another Gauntlet, but rather contributing to the field of alchemy itself. An opus. Each adept was to work on one – a major project within their particular area of interest, which they would present to the masters at the end of the semester in order to graduate to the rank of sage.

With Farissa’s guidance, Wren had chosen to recreate the counter-alchemy she had invented as a novice – the potion that had saved Zavier Terling, the long-lost Prince of Naarva, who was currently being crowned on the far side of the kingdom.

‘Wren,’ Thea said evenly, swinging her legs over the side of the bed and pinning her with a pointed look. ‘All I’m saying is that you can’t work yourself to death. You’re the one who solved this puzzle last time. You will be the one to solve it again.’

Wren braced herself against her workbench with a huff of frustration. ‘I’m not sure that I can . . .’ It was the first time she’d admitted it out loud, but over the past fortnight, she’d questioned if the first time had been a fluke. Her doubts only continued to fester, particularly as more was revealed about the substances the so-called People’s Vanguard had weaponized.

In the aftermath, the academy masters had studied each and every trace of enemy alchemy left behind on weapons and bodies. It was the largest sample they’d had to work with, which meant Wren and Farissa had been able to analyse its properties in a way they hadn’t before.

What they’d found had terrified them.

Darkness. Shadow. Remnants of the previous war, laced with poison and chemicals, their deadliest elements combined. A fusion that explained the enemy’s ability to mute the magic of royals and Warswords alike.

Power like this had swept across the midrealms before, and they had barely survived. Were men so hungry for dominion that they would burn the world to ash around them to achieve it? Was history doomed to repeat itself?

A bitter taste filled Wren’s mouth. She knew the answer to that. And she was partly to blame. It had been her work from the previous war that had led the enemy’s discoveries . . . The manacles flashed in her mind. They were her invention, something she’d prided herself on – a unique form of alchemy designed to target specific properties in the blood, specific people. Now, magic wielders like her were those targets.

Wren wasn’t sure if she was imagining it, but the triggering scent of burnt hair tickled her nostrils. The smell brought bile to the back of her throat, and she gripped the edge of her workbench as a cold sweat broke out across her skin.

Breathe, she told herself. You’re at Drevenor. In your room. Her gaze swept the bench for something to ground her. Mortar and pestle. Crucible. Harvesting knife. She listed the objects she saw, and slowly, air began to fill her lungs once more.

Taking a sip of water to soothe her dry throat, Wren peered out the window. The ivy-clad iron gates and the academy motto – Knowledge is the victor over fate. The mind is a blade – seemed to mock her. She dropped her head into her hands. ‘I’m failing.’

‘Wren,’ Thea scoffed. ‘What a load of horseshit. You did it before. You’ll do it again. But for the love of Thezmarr, eat something. Rest. And for all our sakes, take a fucking bath.’

‘I’m not that bad.’ That was a lie. She passed a hand over her face, knowing exactly what she looked like. Dark smudges loomed beneath her eyes; her bronze hair was even more unkempt than usual in its messy knot. Black ink stained her fingers and was splattered across her apron and gown.

Thea snorted. ‘It’s like you’ve never heard of soap. Or a hairbrush. And that’s saying something, coming from me.’

Wren pushed the loose, dishevelled hair from her eyes and glanced around at the pile of unopened letters by the door, the half-eaten bowl of stew and stale bread sitting atop her trunk of supplies . . . Guttering candles and a smoky oil lamp illuminated the medallion she’d won by passing the Gauntlet, discarded on the windowsill by her box of poisoner’s trinkets, long forgotten. Gods, there were even cobwebs in the corners of the room. She supposed she had let things get out of hand.

Thea wrinkled her nose at the vials of blood on her work surface. ‘It’s probably not helping that you’re bloodletting yourself so regularly for these experiments. I’ve offered a million times.’

‘I’m fine, Thea.’ Wren flipped through her notes again, agitated. ‘For now, all I need is to get back to work.’

Wren could feel her sister’s eyes on her as she sorted through her concoctions, as she spilled more ink on her apron and as she swore under her breath . . .

‘It’s alright to miss him, you know,’ Thea began cautiously.

Wren’s gaze snapped up to hers. She opened her mouth—

‘Don’t you dare say “who,”’ Thea warned.

Sparks crackled at Wren’s fingertips without warning, and she fought to keep her already broken magic within the confines of her body. Now more than ever, it was a living thing inside her, as restless and chaotic as she felt, always clawing to be let loose.

‘I can feel it, you know,’ Thea commented, pinning her with a knowing look. ‘The lightning singing in your veins.’

‘Of course you can feel it,’ Wren bit back. ‘We’re family. We share the same blood, the same power.’

Thea raised a sceptical brow. ‘Tell me you have it under control.’

‘I have it under control,’ Wren replied flatly.

‘Then why haven’t you talked about the Bear Slayer? Asked about him?’ Thea pressed, her face lined with concern. ‘There’s more to this than either of you are letting on, but every time he’s mentioned I can feel a storm gathering around you . . .’

‘Then it’s a good thing he’s far away.’ Wren hated how raw her voice sounded, how vulnerable. She gestured to the potions on her bench, determined to return her focus to her work and her desperation to succeed. ‘What am I supposed to do, Thea? If I can’t do this, then why am I here? What’s the point? How many people will suffer?’

Thea stood, moving forwards to grip her shoulder firmly. ‘The devastation will pass. I promise. I have felt those things before, and I came out the other side. You will too. You’re far from worthless. We’ve all watched you go from strength to strength. You’re allowed to wobble. You’re allowed to have a gloomy day. But this is not your forever. This is not the day to base all other days on.’
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Her sister’s words were of little comfort when Wren found herself in what remained of the great hall the next day, waiting for Farissa. Sunlight filtered through the shattered stained-glass windows, casting broken rainbows across the floor. The debris had been swept away in the wake of the battle, but the deep gouges and scorch marks remained. The hair on Wren’s nape stood on end as she anticipated the scent of smoke, only to find that it had at last cleared. But something more sinister lingered in its place: spilled blood and the potent chemical tang of a darker kind of alchemy.

I hereby pledge myself to Drevenor.

The oath danced on the tip of her tongue as she took in the torn tapestries hanging above the dais where she had graduated from novice alchemist to adept only weeks before. For a moment, she wondered if she was destined to walk among the ruins for ever. Heir to a fallen kingdom, survivor of a war-torn fortress, student of a ravaged academy . . . Perhaps she was cursed.

When Farissa approached, she was sure of it. ‘I cannot hold them off any longer, Elwren. The masters want answers. Thezmarr and the rulers want answers. How soon until the elixir is ready to replicate?’

Wren tried not to let her shoulders cave in. She fought desperately to keep her throat from closing as she met her former mentor’s gaze. ‘Farissa, I—’

But her voice cracked. Horror filled her as burning tears blurred her vision and her storm magic surged, as though it sensed the fracture in her armour. She felt lightning beneath her skin, a current she could surrender to so that the maelstrom of the past, her failings of the present, couldn’t drag her down, couldn’t break her apart.

Of all things, it was his voice that came to her, that filled her mind.

‘We survived. You and me. Together.’

A gentle hand guided her by her elbow. ‘Come with me, Elwren.’

In the more intimate setting of Farissa’s private quarters, seated at the small table by the bookshelves, the older woman said with unflinching frankness, ‘You’ve been unable to replicate it, haven’t you?’

Steeling herself against any further emotional breakdown, Wren gave a single nod of confirmation, shame flaming her cheeks.

If Farissa was shocked or angry, she didn’t show it. Instead, she sighed. ‘Drevenor demands a lot from its students. You more than most. Alchemy is all about transformation, knowledge and learning, and somewhere along the way, I have failed to guide you.’

‘Farissa, it’s not your fault—’

The older woman silenced her with a look. ‘You have been treated like a sage here, when you are but a newly graduated adept. I think because of the war I forget how young you are.’

‘I’m thirty—’

Farissa gave a wry smile. ‘And so? You think you should have all the answers? You think that every facet of this complicated world is your responsibility alone to bear? That you can stop a war on your own?’

‘I can try.’

‘Yes, you can try, Elwren . . . But you can also ask for help.’ The Master Alchemist leaned back in her chair. ‘The midrealms as we know them are changing. Kings and queens can be stripped of their magic . . . Warswords who were once the ultimate beacons of strength can be felled by a potion. And at the heart of it all is this.’

Farissa held up a familiar glass vial of iridescent liquid.

‘The mind is a blade, Elwren. Let’s see what ours can do together.’
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Wren brought her research to Farissa’s quarters, and hours later, the two alchemists had reviewed every page of notes, every sample, every ingredient Wren had trialled. The robust bookshelves were almost bare, with countless volumes pulled from their stacks only to be rifled through and set aside on the floor.

Looking more than a little unhinged, grey fly-aways framing her face, Farissa surveyed the assorted vials. ‘You’re certain this is everything you used?’

‘Yes. I’ve checked everything to the point of madness,’ Wren told her, eyes gritty as she stared into the fire. The crackling hearth failed to soothe the sinking despair in her chest.

But Farissa paced around the table, picking items up, reading their labels and placing them back down, clicking her tongue in frustration, as though the answer were staring them right in the face.

‘We’ve been over it a hundred times,’ Wren said gently.

‘And we’ll review it a hundred more if necessary.’ Farissa picked up an empty jar. ‘Remind me what was in this?’

‘The binding agent,’ Wren replied. ‘The powdered leaves of that plant from Delmira. I discovered later that it was actually a common silvertide rose. They’re a hardy climber; they grow all over the midrealms.’

Farissa nodded. ‘Master Norlander would be pleased with you. Isolating the leaves is a well-established use for such a plant in lifelore.’

Wren made a noise of agreement, reaching for another book—

‘Wait,’ Farissa said suddenly, tipping the jar to dislodge any remnants. Only a fine dust remained. ‘You brought these leaves from Delmira?’

Wren’s brow furrowed as she slowly turned back to the older woman. ‘Yes, originally. And then once I identified what the plant was, I sourced it from the greenhouses here . . .’ She trailed off.

Farissa chewed her lip. ‘And you harvested the original leaves yourself?’

‘Yes, though the academy’s crop was in a far healthier state.’

‘What was the original growing site like?’ Farissa pressed.

‘Like everywhere else in Delmira: barren, poisoned land . . . Just a small patch of weeds in the cracked earth near my cottage. Honestly, I was surprised anything was growing there at all.’

‘And yet . . . you used it in your work.’

Wren folded her arms over her chest defensively. ‘And it was effective. Is it wrong to hypothesize that the same species of rose grown in far more nourishing conditions would serve as an even better binding agent?’

‘It’s not wrong,’ Farissa allowed with a small smile. ‘But did it do as hypothesized?’

Wren approached the table, taking the empty jar and the one containing her new supply from the greenhouse. At what point had she switched from one to the other? ‘I . . .’

‘I should have asked you this sooner.’ Farissa heaved an enormous tome from her shelves and set it down on the table, flipping to the table of contents, scanning it intensely. Biting her lip, Wren’s former master turned to a page full of botanical drawings, pointing to one of them. ‘Was this the flower?’

Wren stared at the page, scrutinizing the likeness. ‘The leaves are identical, yes, but the bush wasn’t blooming when I harvested, so the petals . . . I’m not sure.’

Not taking her eyes from the page, the older woman rubbed her temples. ‘I think one of two things has happened here . . . Either you misidentified the species – an easy thing to do when you’re not at the original site and don’t have the full plant available for observation – or there was something particular about the conditions there that affected your supplies from Delmira.’

Wren’s stomach bottomed out. She had never even considered that she might have misidentified the plant, or that the ruins of her homeland might have properties that could somehow favourably impact the plant life there.

‘I was arrogant,’ she murmured, hanging her head. ‘I didn’t question myself. I didn’t interrogate—’

‘You made a mistake,’ Farissa cut in.

‘A mistake that cost the midrealms weeks of time,’ Wren argued. ‘Time that could have been spent putting an end to this madness, had I not been so stupid—’

‘Stop.’ Farissa’s gaze was sharp as it met hers. ‘I will not watch you descend into the endless pit of what could have been. We need to look forward to what can be done.’

Wren searched Farissa’s eyes for the same hopelessness she herself felt, but she found none.

‘From here, there’s only one path left for you, Elwren.’

The air around Wren rippled, and tiny arcs of lightning danced between her fingers. She felt its current through her whole body as she breathed, ‘And that is?’

Farissa placed a hand on her shoulder, her grip firm, fierce determination burning in the depths of her eyes. ‘You must return to Delmira.’





CHAPTER 3

Torj
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‘Do you want our kingdoms to be a place of peace? Join us in our fight for a better world’

– The People’s Vanguard

WITH THE TRAITOR’S words still ringing in their ears, Torj and Wilder travelled swiftly across the golden plains of Tver towards the south-west coast. Both Warswords hid the telltale symbols of rank on their arms. Torj wore a cloak and hood, concealing his silver hair. His war hammer was wrapped in canvas and strapped to his saddle. There was not much to be done about the impressive stallions they rode but to dull their gleaming black coats with dust from the road. There could be no reports back to the People’s Vanguard about their approach, not if they meant to extract Queen Reyna safely.

Riding beside Torj, Wilder patted the twin swords he’d tied to his own bags rather than wearing them across his back as he usually did. ‘Just two average men taking in the sights, eh, Bear Slayer?’

‘Speak for yourself. Nothing average about me, Hawthorne.’

Around them, dusk had fallen, and Torj couldn’t stop his gaze from lingering on the gilded hillsides and sweeping valleys. The last time he’d set foot in this kingdom had been in the war years, during the battle for the castle in the capital of Notos. It had hurt to see the lands drenched in darkness and swarming with shadow wraiths; the conflict was bloody and brutal, leaving their victory bittersweet. The time before that had been to continue his search for his missing grandmother, and before that, when he had faced the cursed bears that had earned him his moniker.

It hadn’t been all that long ago that he’d imagined bringing Wren here, just the two of them, showing her where the great teerah panthers roamed and where fields of wild thyme bloomed as far as the eye could see. He’d always thought she’d like to see it. He was hit with a wave of anguish at the thought that now she never would – not by his side, anyway.

They rode through the night and into the next morning. The long grass was kissed with dew in the golden dawn rays. A cool breeze carried the scent of salt from the distant coast, mingling with the earthy smell of damp soil and sending a shiver across the stretches of untamed fields. The creaking of leather beneath Torj brought another flash of Wren to his mind – flush against him in this very saddle, her backside rubbing over the hard length of him, causing a burst of pleasure that was over all too soon.

A melodic laugh had followed. ‘Challenge me to a game, Bear Slayer, and you’d best prepare to lose.’

The longing hit him like a physical blow, leaving him breathless for a moment.

The delicate, infectious notes of her laugh, the softness of her skin, the storm in her eyes when she was irritated . . . All of which made him want to fuck her senseless. But those moments were now replaced by the sound of her scream as his own wound had seared itself into her flesh, her cries of agony as he’d severed the soul bond between them . . . And then the sight of the confusion and hurt on her beautiful face when he’d ended things between them without so much as an explanation.

He’d done it for her.

To save her.

But it ached no less for that fact. He knew in his bones that, bond or no, it would never end.

He would be cursed to want the poisoner until the end of his days.
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After another day’s ride, Torj found himself staking out the derelict Tverrian coastline. The Warswords had left their horses at a nearby village and now crouched on the outskirts of a strange place, scanning the site for any sign of the People’s Vanguard and the queen they had taken captive.

Dotted along the city waterfront were three abandoned dry docks – rectangular basins carved into the shore, the walls lined with rough-hewn stone. In the one just below Torj and Wilder, a half-built ship rested on a cradle of enormous timber beams, its hull exposed to the air, covered in algae, slowly being reclaimed by nature.

Torj could smell decay. ‘Must have gone out of business after the war,’ he murmured, his gaze falling to the seaward end of the dock, where a massive wooden gate held back the lapping waves. Pools of stagnant water had gathered in the dips of the uneven ground regardless, and from where the warriors hid up on the side wall, they could see remnants of old scaffolding leaning precariously, the timber bleached by sun and salt, while rusted chains and corroded equipment lay scattered about the dock floor.

‘Perfect place to hold someone hostage,’ Wilder observed. ‘I’ll wager no one can hear the screams for miles.’

‘All the better for us when we deal with them.’ Torj gripped his hammer as he spotted two guards patrolling below. ‘There must be a way into their headquarters there. Did you see where they came from?’

Wilder pointed. ‘There looks to be an entrance by those blocks over there. See the wall?’

‘I see it.’ Torj shouldered his hammer, taking the lead.

Together, the Warswords descended into the dry dock in silence, using the yard’s clutter and shadows to their advantage. They had to be fast and silent. Queen Reyna’s life would depend on it.

‘No blades,’ Torj instructed his friend in a low voice. ‘Don’t want to alert whoever’s inside that we’re coming.’

Wilder simply nodded.

They crouched behind the cover of a crumbling facade. Torj’s gaze fixed on the four visible guards walking the length of the wall in pairs. He held up three fingers, then two, then one. On his signal, the warriors sprang into action.

Torj darted towards the two guards on the left, his footfalls softened by the damp silt. The first guard barely had time to turn before Torj’s arm snaked around his throat, cutting off his air and, with a single jerk, snapping his neck.

To his right, Wilder had already taken down one guard and was silencing the next. Torj’s second target reached for his sword, a shout of warning on his lips, but Torj was faster, lunging and clapping a hand over his opponent’s mouth. The man’s eyes bulged, his fingers clawing uselessly at Torj’s iron grip before he went limp.

With all four guards taken care of swiftly, Torj and Wilder exchanged a look of grim satisfaction. Neither had broken a sweat. They dragged the bodies behind several stacked pallets, concealing them from view before turning to a rusted side door in the towering wall.

‘We take them out quickly and at a distance where possible. They might have those strength-muting manacles,’ Torj reminded Wilder.

‘And if the manacles are on the queen?’ Wilder asked.

‘We take her anyway. Someone at Drevenor will find a way to remove them.’

‘Someone?’ Wilder prodded with mock innocence.

‘Time and place, Hawthorne,’ Torj growled in warning.

‘Right.’

Torj rummaged through his pockets. ‘Masks,’ he said, thrusting a fresh piece of material at Wilder.

‘Thanks,’ his friend replied, placing the material over his nose and mouth and tying it at the back of his head.

With his own mask in place, Torj rose to his feet, hammer at the ready. ‘Let’s go.’

To his surprise, the rusted door made no sound as it swung inwards, revealing more of the vast dock beyond. They met no resistance at the immediate entrance. The only sound was the dripping water that ran down the walls. Skeletal shadows of hanging tools danced in the weak afternoon sun and the air hung heavy with the stench of rot.

Peering around the corner, Torj loosed a breath. ‘It’s empty,’ he murmured.

‘Then why the guards outside?’ Wilder’s eyes narrowed as they followed Torj’s gaze across the neglected space. He pointed. ‘There’s a tunnel.’

‘Then that’s where we go.’

The Warswords followed the perimeter until they heard voices drifting towards them and the distant sound of waves crashing. Daylight filtered in from further down.

‘The dry dock was just a holding area,’ Torj guessed as he saw movement. ‘A place to store supplies, to hide hostages until they were ready . . .’

Sticking to the shadows of the walls, the two warriors crept closer, at last able to make out the scene before them.

Boats.

And a unit of traitors preparing them.

‘We can take them,’ Wilder said.

‘Not before we find the queen,’ Torj murmured, scanning the cavern. A group of rebels bustled about, piling crates, coils of rope and sheets of canvas into vessels bobbing on the water just below. Torj counted two dozen men, but his view of whatever platform sat beneath was obscured, and there was no telling how many could be down there.

Amid the clutter, he saw something that made his blood run cold. ‘Do you see that?’

Beside him, Wilder squinted. ‘Is that . . .’

A few yards away, a crate lay on its side, an array of what looked like bones spilling out across the wet ground.

‘It’s been a long time, but I’d never forget the sight of shadow wraith horns and talons,’ Torj murmured. ‘What the fuck are they doing here?’

Wilder’s answer was grim. ‘My guess? We don’t want to know . . .’

Torj nodded. ‘Something tells me they’re not being collected for fun. We need to take one back to the academy.’

‘Be my guest, Bear Slayer.’

Using the shifting shadows as cover, Torj approached the crate, snatching up a talon and a horn for good measure, pocketing them with a grimace.

When he returned to his brother-in-arms, Wilder nodded towards the far end of the tunnel. ‘She’s there,’ he whispered.

Queen Reyna was slumped against a broken beam of timber, her wrists and ankles bound, the same regal dress she’d worn to the novice graduation ceremony weeks ago now tattered and stained.

‘No one’s guarding her . . .’ Torj gauged the distance between the traitor unit and Aveum’s queen. ‘But there’s no way we won’t be seen.’

‘Then we go in swinging,’ Wilder replied, slowly unsheathing his swords.

Torj scanned the men, noting that none had belts of potions and most were occupied with the task at hand. He nodded, gripping his hammer. ‘Fuck it.’

As one, they burst from the shadows, launching themselves at the nearest rebels, who barely had time to scream.

Torj’s hammer carved its arc, and once more he found himself relishing the song of violence, the keen blows of retribution. He pivoted, avoiding the kiss of a rusted cutlass, bringing his hammer around in a powerful swing. It connected with a rebel’s side, sending him flying backwards into his comrades.

The clash of steel rang out as, nearby, Wilder’s twin swords met incoming blades. Out of the corner of his eye, Torj saw the queen stir. And still no one went to her. No one tried to protect their prize.

He carved a line through a unit of rebels, closing the gap between him and their captive. But a particularly brave – or foolish – rebel attempted to flank him. Torj reversed his grip, driving the hammer’s spike into the man’s thigh. As the rebel howled in agony, Torj wrenched the weapon free and brought it down on the man’s skull with a wet thud. Beneath rune-marked iron and Furies-given strength, armour crumpled like parchment.

Before Torj could move on, a small vial flew through the air, shattering at his feet. Green smoke billowed up, forcing him back as he clutched the material of his mask to his face.

‘Torj!’

Wilder’s voice sounded distant. Through watering eyes, Torj saw his friend swaying. His mask had slipped in the fighting, and he was clearly being affected by whatever vapour now drifted in the air around them.

Disposing of another rebel, Torj reached for the pouch at his belt – for the antidote kit Wren had prepared a lifetime ago. ‘Hawthorne!’ he called. ‘Catch! There’s iruseed in there—’

He was cut off by a glancing blow to the shoulder, but he regained his footing and unleashed a whirlwind of devastating strikes, blood splattering in his wake.

‘Furies save us,’ he heard one rebel gasp.

‘Who do you think made us?’ Torj said, and snapped the man’s neck with his bare hands—

‘Enough.’

The voice was calm, and it cut through the chaos like a hot blade, strange enough that the fighting paused.

Torj’s gaze snapped up. He recognized the mask instantly – it was different from all the rest. A monster rendered in blackened metal; eyeholes elongated in a menacing design. The mask of the man who’d stabbed him at Drevenor, who’d nearly killed Wren.

With a roar, Torj surged for him, ready to shed blood, ready to crush—

‘Not yet, Warsword.’ The enemy’s voice carried a gentle amusement as he raised a small vial, its contents catching the sunlight streaming in behind him. ‘One drop of this could strip you of all that Furies-given power you hold so dear . . .’

Torj faltered. There was something strangely familiar about that voice, a lilt he couldn’t quite place. Beside him, he heard Wilder curse under his breath.

‘Who are you?’ Torj demanded, keeping his eyes locked on the enemy leader even as his soldiers closed ranks around them. Many now held potions they hadn’t had before, their synchronized movements too practised to be spontaneous.

‘Lord Silas, leader of the people.’ That delicate hint of an accent slipped through again. ‘Liberator of the midrealms.’

Torj twirled his hammer with a dark laugh. ‘What kind of liberator poisons an innocent woman?’

Though the man’s face wasn’t visible, Torj heard the smile in his voice, noted the satisfaction radiating from his stance. ‘Innocent? Hardly, Warsword. And poison? What flows through her veins is far more . . . interesting than mere poison. You will see.’

Behind him, the queen’s laboured breathing suddenly seemed more ominous.

‘We won’t let you take her,’ Wilder said fiercely.

‘Take her?’ Silas’s laugh held genuine amusement. ‘Why would I want to do that? She’s exactly where she needs to be.’

Torj took a step forward, hammer raised. ‘If you think—’

‘I don’t think, Warsword. I know.’ Silas reached into his cloak. ‘Time will prove me right.’

Torj took another step forward. He had no intention of allowing the bastard to leave—

The masked alchemist laughed again, the sound chilling. ‘Consider this a parting gift.’

With a flick of his wrist, he threw a small box, which opened in mid-air. An array of darts exploded from its confines. Torj threw himself not at Silas but at Queen Reyna, using his body to shield her. He felt the sting of tiny, sharp pinpricks at his back, but a strangled cry from the queen snatched his attention.

Scanning her quickly, he realized she wasn’t hurt, but was watching in terror as Silas’s men moved with practised efficiency, one smashing a vial beneath his boot. Blue-grey smoke billowed out, rapidly expanding to engulf the entire area. Through the haze, Torj heard the enemy’s voice again.

‘Healing is such a fascinating branch of alchemy.’ Silas’s words drifted back to them, the vapour parting to reveal him and his boats already moving out to sea.

Torj stared after the leader, mind racing. Around him, the smoke dissipated too quickly to be natural, leaving him alive, armed and with a sinking realization: they weren’t just witnesses to an attack. There was a much bigger game at play here, and they had all just become pawns in whatever came next.

‘Check the queen,’ Wilder coughed from nearby, kicking shattered glass away.

With a stiff nod, Torj turned back to the ruler still in his grasp. ‘Your Majesty, are you hurt?’ he asked softly, as he sliced through her bonds with a quick flick of his dagger.

Queen Reyna’s eyes were unfocused, her movements sluggish. ‘Bear Slayer?’

‘Yes, it’s me, Your Majesty,’ he soothed, checking her over for any wounds. Why would the rebels leave her – or any of them – alive? He forced down the worst of his thoughts and tried to help Reyna up.

The queen reached out, her fingers brushing Torj’s hair softly. ‘Gold . . .’ she muttered. ‘Gold will turn to silver.’

A knot of unease tightened in Torj’s stomach, and he exchanged a worried glance with Wilder. Whatever drug the rebels had given her was strong.

‘Yes,’ he murmured. ‘My hair changed during the shadow war, Your Majesty. You’ve seen me like this before. It’s alright. You’re alright. We’ll get you cleaned up.’

‘Speaking of,’ Wilder said warily, sheathing his swords as he approached Torj and reached for his back. Three sharp stings followed.

‘What the fuck?’ Torj turned in time to see Wilder casting a handful of darts aside.

His friend’s brow furrowed. ‘You alright?’

‘I’m fine,’ Torj replied, the sting already gone.

Wilder looked like he wanted to say more, but he gave a stiff nod instead. ‘Let’s get out of here. There could be more forces on the way . . . Or we could be standing in some sort of trap . . .’

‘Agreed,’ Torj nodded, helping the queen to her feet. ‘And let’s flood the dock on the way out. Leave no trace of them here.’

Beside him, the queen swayed and blinked up at him, mesmerized. She reached for his hair again. ‘Gold will turn to silver in a blaze of iron and embers, giving rise to ancient power long forgotten . . .’

A breath shuddered out of Torj, his skin prickling. ‘What did you say?’

But the queen fainted in his arms.





CHAPTER 4

Wren
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‘Untamed sovereign magic has always been a threat to the common folk of the midrealms’

– The Midrealms Chronicles

‘WHAT DID YOU say?’

The words rang through Wren – a surreal ripple, tying her to another place. For a moment, she was not aboard the Sea Serpent’s Destiny on her way to Delmira, but somewhere else entirely. The scent of black cedar and oakmoss surrounded her, consuming her senses, and she could feel the echo of a familiar spark in her chest.

‘When I’m nothing but ash among the embers, I’ll still be yours . . .’

It hit her like a bolt of lightning to the heart: the rush of his impassioned words against her skin, the slide of him deep inside her, that piercing storm-blue gaze that saw right into her soul—

‘Wren?’ Thea nudged her. ‘What did you say?’

Wren blinked, coming back to herself as the crisp, briny sea air swept away any trace of what she thought she’d smelled in the wind. ‘I . . . I was saying that for the first time since we discovered our heritage, we’re . . .’

‘Together? Going home?’ Thea finished for her.

Home. It should have stirred something within her – excitement, relief, perhaps a piece of some long-forgotten puzzle falling into place. Instead, it left an ache in her chest, a void she couldn’t name.

Thezmarr. Delmira. Drevenor. Each place had meant something to her.

But none of them had ever been home.

For a whisper of time, home had smelled of black cedar and oakmoss, had tasted of dark promises and desire . . . had sounded like a husky laugh dancing along her skin.

‘It’s bittersweet, isn’t it?’ Thea asked, leaning on the weathered railing beside her, and for a moment Wren thought her sister had read her mind. But Thea sighed. ‘The last time we travelled together, Anya was with us.’

Wren stared at the waves on the horizon. ‘She was.’

‘We don’t talk much about her,’ her sister observed.

‘It hurts to talk about her. About Sam and Ida, too.’ Wren picked at the skin around her nails, bracing herself against the rush of grief flooding her chest.

‘I miss them,’ Thea said.

‘Me too. Every day. It feels so unfair that we lost them. And Anya . . . We had only just got her back. We were only just getting to know her.’

‘I know.’ Thea reached out and stilled Wren’s fingers. ‘But it’s not just them you’re sad about.’

‘I don’t—’

‘Want to talk about it, I know. But you can listen,’ Thea snapped. ‘I’ve tried to give you your space. I’ve tried to ask how you are. I’ve tried everything I can think of, and I still don’t understand what happened between you and Torj.’

‘That makes two of us, then,’ Wren muttered, wincing at the sound of his name.

‘Then why in the name of the Furies aren’t you figuring it out?’ Thea cried. ‘For someone whose head is always buried in a book and questioning everything, you’ve left this mystery unsolved. Why?’

Wren bit her lip hard to stop it from quivering. She had practically begged him to stay. She’d told him that she loved him. She would not cry, not over him. Not any more.

‘Because it’s not a fucking mystery, Thee. He ended things—’

‘But why? That man is head over heels in love with you. Has been for years, Wren.’ Thea threw her hands up, clearly exasperated. ‘We found something while you were in the Gauntlet.’

Wren’s narrowed gaze slid to her sister. ‘What do you mean, “found something”?’

Thea sighed. ‘A book. Wilder and I don’t know what it meant exactly, but it meant something.’

‘What book?’ Wren demanded.

‘Tethers and Magical Bonds Throughout History.’

Wren stared at her sister. She knew there were magical bonds in existence, of course – she, Thea and Anya had shared one through their sovereign magic, through family. From what she’d seen of the Warswords and their Tverrian stallions over the years, she’d assumed there was a magical connection there as well . . . The midrealms and the lands beyond were full of unknown powers; she just didn’t understand what any of that had to do with Torj.

‘What?’ she said at last.

‘During the Gauntlet, when he was going mad with worry for you, he kept saying he could feel you – your emotions, your magic . . .’

A shiver ran down Wren’s spine. ‘We thought there was a sliver of my power trapped in his scars . . .’

‘It wasn’t his scars,’ Thea replied. ‘He’d been looking into magical wounds with Farissa.’

Wren loosed a tense breath. ‘I knew I had hurt him. I knew—’

Thea shook her head. ‘When he talked to me and Wilder, he wasn’t describing pain . . .’

‘What, then?’

‘Connection. A bond,’ Thea answered, stressing the last word. ‘I’d seen that book in Kipp’s room, so I brought it to Torj. Next thing we know, he was storming off to find Audra. Then you returned from the trials, and you were hurt . . . He didn’t leave your side for weeks. And I didn’t see the book again.’

‘That was the last you heard of it?’

Thea nodded.

Wren turned back to the waves, resting against the ship’s railing, shaking her head. ‘What the fuck does any of that mean?’

Thea nudged her with her elbow. ‘It means there’s a reason the Bear Slayer did what he did.’
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‘Keep your fists up,’ Thea barked at Wren across the deck of the ship. ‘Remember, you need to protect your face, be ready to strike.’

Though Wren wanted to snap right back at her sister, she clenched her jaw instead and did as instructed, ensuring that her elbows didn’t drop. The physical exertion offered a reprieve from the onslaught of questions pummelling her mind. After her conversation with Thea the day before, she had thought of little else but that mysterious book. She had asked Kipp about it, but he’d insisted that Thea had taken it from his rooms before he’d had a chance to read it. The irony was not lost on her that the one time she needed vital information, she was as far away from a library as she could be. And so she had combed her memories of every past moment with the Bear Slayer instead, searching for traces of magic beyond her storm powers and his Furies-given abilities, finding nothing.

In the little time she’d known of the book’s existence, it had become her new obsession, Thea’s words echoing constantly in her mind. But it made no sense to her. She had always felt connected to the Warsword.

Thea’s swinging fist brought her abruptly back to the present. Light on the balls of her feet as she’d been taught, Wren watched Thea circle her. They had started training together after the battle at Drevenor; it had been the only thing that got her out of her quarters each day. A minimum of one hour of daily sparring, as ordered by Audra, the Guild Master of Thezmarr. Truth be told, Wren would have attended with or without orders – never again did she want to feel helpless or rely upon the strength of a man.

Now, even aboard the Sea Serpent’s Destiny, Thea was a relentless trainer. Wren hated to admit that it was paying off. She was getting stronger, faster, better. She knew she’d never match Thea’s skill as a Warsword, but she was no longer weak.

She swung her fist, hard, landing another blow to the padding Thea held up.

‘Good!’ Her sister beamed. ‘Really good, Wren. Just imagine it’s Torj’s face.’

Heat bloomed across Wren’s cheeks as she hit again. ‘Shut up, Thee.’

‘Make me.’ Suddenly, Thea lunged forwards, her right fist shooting out in a swift jab. Wren jerked her head back, the punch whistling past her cheek. She countered with a quick left hook, which Thea easily blocked with her forearm.

But Wren launched herself into a combination, sweat beading at her brow – jab, cross, hook, each punch met by Thea’s solid guards. The sharp smack of Wren’s knuckles against the padding had Kipp and Dessa cheering from the sidelines.

‘You’re doing well. Anya would be proud,’ Thea said warmly, clapping her on the shoulder.

For once, the mention of their sister’s name didn’t hurt; rather, it soothed something inside her. Wren returned Thea’s smile, the exercise having relieved her of that tension she constantly carried with her.

She waved to Dessa. ‘Your turn!’

Wren gave her friend an encouraging smile as they swapped places. When she settled beside Kipp, she saw that he was grinning.

‘You’ll be the deadliest of us all before long, Your Queenliness,’ he quipped.

Wren rolled her eyes. ‘You’re not sparring today?’

‘It never was the best use of my talents,’ he replied with a wink.

‘Speaking of . . . How did you wrangle your attendance on this expedition? Don’t you have lectures to give?’ Wren asked him with a quirk of her brow. During her previous semester, Kipp had caused quite a stir as a supposed visiting academic, delivering talks on strategy and how alchemy had been employed during the war.

He offered a roguish grin. ‘I’m always in high demand, but there’s nowhere I’d rather be than at your side during your time of need.’

Wren snorted. ‘So it has nothing to do with the fact that we’ll be within a few hours’ ride of the Laughing Fox at some point?’ she asked, naming his favourite tavern.

‘No idea what you mean,’ he replied with a straight face.

‘And where’s Cal? You usually like to rope him into all the trouble you make.’

Kipp gave a wistful sigh. ‘Off doing important Warsword things. He was assigned to be Zavier’s guard for his return to Naarva.’

‘And you didn’t want to pester him instead? Swing by the Dancing Badger?’

‘I hear it’s been restored to its former glory, but no . . . I’d rather scope out your homeland. For when you need to come good on our deal.’

Wren cringed, cursing her past drunken self for calling in a favour with Kipp in the early hours at the Mortar and Pestle. Sliding her hand into her pocket, she found the scrap of parchment she’d torn from the scroll her friend had given her after the battle at Drevenor. How many times had she considered tossing it in the hearth? How many more had she considered giving it over to Audra to send to the Bear Slayer, wherever he was in the midrealms?

‘Have you decided if you want me to take further action?’ Kipp asked her now, eyes bright. ‘I’ll remind you that it’s a deal regardless of what happens next . . .’

She’d known for years that the Son of the Fox loved to collect favours like they were going out of style, and yet she’d gladly put herself in his debt.

For Torj.

‘Is she still alive? Your grandmother?’ she had asked the Bear Slayer, watching the emotion ripple across his painfully handsome face at the mention of the woman who’d sent him to Thezmarr, who’d saved him from himself all those years ago.

‘She went missing a long time ago, presumed dead. I searched for her for years, but never found anything.’

‘Well?’ Kipp prompted eventually, brow furrowed.

Wren didn’t know why she said it, but she said it all the same. ‘I want you to keep digging.’

If Kipp was surprised by her answer, he didn’t show it. Instead, he saluted her. ‘My investigative services are yours as long as you require them.’

[image: ]

A message was waiting for them the next morning, delivered by raven in the night.

‘Apparently Audra has found a suitable Warsword replacement for me,’ Thea mused over the curling parchment. ‘We’re to meet Cahira on Trader’s Road, at the Harenth turnoff.’

‘Oh.’ Disappointment soured in Wren’s gut. ‘I guess this means we won’t be visiting Delmira together after all.’

‘I guess not,’ Thea replied glumly. ‘But Audra doesn’t like the idea of us together for extended periods – she says that two magic wielders together, one of them a Warsword, is too much of a prize for the enemy to resist.’

Wren knew the Guild Master had a point, but it didn’t mean she had to like it.

‘Cahira’s nice, though,’ Thea offered. ‘You’ll like her.’

Wren gave her sister a reassuring nod. Their arrangement had always been temporary while Audra found someone else, but that didn’t stop the ache from forming. Thea had been her distraction from it all, her connection to a life long-gone. They had both said how they missed Anya, Sam and Ida, but Wren hadn’t told Thea that she missed her as well.

Making her excuses, Wren wandered the ship, weaving through the other passengers, catching a glimpse of the midrealms’ mainland on the horizon.

The closer they got to shore, the more restless her magic became.





CHAPTER 5

Torj
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‘Every war that has ever come to pass in the midrealms was first foretold by a seer’

– A History of Thezmarr

QUEEN REYNA’S CONDITION hadn’t worsened, but nor had it improved.

‘Either she’s dead and doesn’t know it yet, or they want us to have whatever information she’s gleaned in the past few weeks,’ Torj wagered to Wilder after they had located rooms at a local inn. ‘Whatever the reason, it’s not good.’

‘No shit,’ Wilder huffed.

The Warswords stood by the door inside the queen’s room while the healer they’d requested tended to her. Torj was driving himself insane with all manner of theories. In the brief time they’d been away, they’d seen first hand the influence Lord Silas had garnered over the common people, and now this?

‘You can ask, you know.’ Queen Reyna’s voice floated towards them as the healer took the coin they’d left and bid them a silent farewell.

Torj glanced up to see the queen settled against a pile of pillows, the quilts tucked in around her waist. The colour had returned to her cheeks, but she still looked frail and weak. He wanted to ask her about what she’d said earlier, about the blaze of iron and embers . . .

‘How are you feeling?’ he asked instead.

‘As well as can be expected,’ she sighed. ‘I presume you want to discuss the events while they’re still fresh?’

‘It would help,’ Torj replied.

‘I don’t know how long I’ve been gone,’ Queen Reyna began. ‘But I know we travelled nearly every day, moving from camp to camp. I was blindfolded for a lot of it . . . but I heard enough.’

Hope soared in Torj’s chest. ‘Do you know where they were headed? I could get word to Audra to rally the other Warswords.’

‘Lord Silas had planned to remain in the dry docks until you caught up. He wanted to make examples of you both. To show how his dark alchemy can eliminate your kind. But an hour or so before you arrived, he received word from another base. They had something he wanted. Apparently, he wanted it badly enough to abandon two Warswords and a ruler . . . The very things he says he’s most intent on destroying.’

Torj shifted, knots tightening uncomfortably in his stomach. ‘Did they harm you?’

‘They . . . they held me down and forced some sort of tonic down my throat. I fought, but there was no use. As soon as that substance touched my tongue, a numbness spread through me. Like my magic was being leached away, drawn out by something . . .’

‘Fuck,’ Torj muttered. ‘So they took whatever they put on those blades and made it into something consumable?’

‘Seems that way.’ She closed her eyes, as though bracing herself against something. ‘My magic . . . I can’t feel it at all. On an ordinary day, I can always feel its presence. But not now. Not after they gave me that tonic. I think . . . I think it might be permanent.’

‘Only an alchemist or healer can confirm that,’
   Torj tried to reassure her. ‘It might just take time to fade from your system, or perhaps it was designed to stay there and do something else. I don’t know . . . but we can take you back to Drevenor. Have the masters look you over. Have—’ He cut himself off.

‘Wren make a cure?’ Wilder finished for him.

Torj didn’t look at his friend. ‘If need be, yes.’

‘I won’t go back to the academy,’ Queen Reyna said. ‘I wish to return to Aveum as soon as I am able.’

‘Your Majesty,’ Torj protested. ‘If you do indeed need treatment—’

The queen shook her head sharply. ‘In captivity, I was privy to a lot of their conversations concerning their forces. Lord Silas draws more followers to his side every day. They’re more organized than we thought. They have a recruitment process. They hold at least three villages between here and Naarva. We would have to pass through them all or take four times as long to return. They will not expect us to go back to my homeland, and that is where I wish to go.’

Torj exchanged a look with Wilder, who had started to pace the worn carpet before the hearth. ‘Perhaps you only heard what they wanted you to, Your Majesty.’

‘Why would they leave me behind, only to recapture me on the way to Aveum?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Torj admitted. ‘But that’s the problem. At the moment, we can’t predict their actions. And whatever you’ve heard could be false information they wanted you to report back to us—’

‘They captured a Warsword,’ Queen Reyna interrupted.

Wilder turned to face her slowly. ‘What?’

‘They thought I was unconscious,’ she told them. ‘But I heard them . . . Lord Silas – he was instructing some of his underlings on how to keep the Warsword contained, what dose of the alchemy to ply her with.’

‘Her?’ Wilder’s voice rose. ‘Did you hear a name?’

A resigned sigh escaped her. ‘No.’

‘Fuck,’ Wilder muttered.

‘It’s not Thea,’ Torj told him. ‘They’d be shouting that from the rooftops.’

‘If they’ve got Thea, they’ve got Wren,’ Wilder said bluntly, searching Torj’s face.

Torj had already made the connection and he was using every ounce of willpower to hide it from his friend as images of the poisoner flooded his mind.

‘You look like you’re going to kiss me.’

‘Tell me you don’t want me, Bear Slayer.’

Torj turned to face the hearth. ‘It’s not her, Hawthorne. They’re safe.’

The queen was shivering. ‘They call him by another name as well . . .’ she said quietly. ‘Lord Silas, I mean.’

Torj took a blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders. ‘And what is this other name, Your Majesty?’

Her teeth were chattering now. ‘Silas the Kingsbane . . . For all the royal blood he intends to spill.’

A wave of goosebumps rushed across Torj’s arms.

‘I’m sending a raven to Audra,’ Wilder declared abruptly before leaving the room, the door slamming behind him.

When Wilder was gone, Torj faced the queen once more. ‘It’s going to be alright, Your Majesty.’

‘Is it?’ she whispered.

‘You’re safe with us. But I do need to ask you something else,’ he ventured.

Queen Reyna dipped her head, giving him permission.

‘That was a premonition you said earlier?’ he said, fighting to keep his voice even. ‘Before you fainted?’

She looked up at him, brow furrowed, as though she were surprised, as though it were something he should already know. ‘It was . . .’

A moment of stunned silence followed before Torj spoke again. ‘And that’s not the first time you’ve said it . . .?’

Queen Reyna rubbed her temples. ‘No, it’s not. I had a vision, during the final days of the war, before the penultimate battle. It was why I requested that you lead my forces. I saw your potential.’

Torj distantly remembered the request coming to him, but the battle had been so chaotic, so brutal, that he hadn’t led the Aveum forces for very long. All the Warswords had united in the fray, using their joint Furies-given powers to drive the enemy back, and Wren . . . Wren had saved them time and time again with her exploding potions, a warrior in her own right.

‘What exactly did you see?’ Torj pressed, his shoulders bunching.

Queen Reyna’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘I thought you’d know . . . I told the Embervale sisters.’

He wasn’t sure he was breathing. ‘Told them what?’

The queen met his eyes, lifting her chin. ‘What I saw in my vision . . . That gold would turn to silver in a blaze of iron and embers. That it would give rise to ancient power long forgotten.’

A chill raked down Torj’s spine as he came back to himself, the queen’s words washing over him, a piece of the past falling into place with brutal clarity. He gripped his hair by the roots, formalities forgotten. ‘You saw this? You knew this was going to happen?’

Queen Reyna’s attention was not on his silver locks, but on the centre of his chest, as though she knew the very scars that marred the skin over his heart. ‘Yes.’

Torj dropped his trembling hands to his sides, biting his tongue so he didn’t spill all manner of frustrations to the queen. It wasn’t her fault that Wren, Thea and Anya hadn’t thought to share this information with him. It wasn’t her fault that in the days, weeks and months after the battle in Thezmarr’s courtyard, Wren hadn’t sought him out to tell him what she’d learned from the winter queen.

For the past six months they’d spent together, she’d withheld that piece of information. That the moment between them before the vortex of darkness had been foretold . . . Torj felt as though the ground had disappeared beneath him, as though he were free-falling into a dark abyss.

‘I didn’t name anyone in the prophecy,’ Queen Reyna told him as she watched him pace the worn carpet before the fire.

‘And yet you knew to ask for me to lead your forces.’

‘I did.’

Gold will turn to silver in a blaze of iron and embers, giving rise to ancient power long forgotten.


OEBPS/images/map2.jpg
[DREVENOR ACADEMY |






OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml



		Cover


		Title page


		Contents

  
		Dedication page


		REGARDING REFERENCES TO PLANTS AND POISONS


		PROPHECY

  
		Maps


		CHAPTER 1: Torj


		CHAPTER 2: Wren


		CHAPTER 3: Torj


		CHAPTER 4: Wren


		CHAPTER 5: Torj


		CHAPTER 6: Wren


		CHAPTER 7: Torj


		CHAPTER 8: Wren


		CHAPTER 9: Torj


		CHAPTER 10: Torj


		CHAPTER 11: Wren


		CHAPTER 12: Wren


		CHAPTER 13: Torj


		CHAPTER 14: Wren


		CHAPTER 15: Wren


		CHAPTER 16: Torj


		CHAPTER 17: Wren


		CHAPTER 18: Wren


		CHAPTER 19: Torj


		CHAPTER 20: Wren


		CHAPTER 21: Torj


		CHAPTER 22: Wren


		CHAPTER 23: Torj


		CHAPTER 24: Wren


		CHAPTER 25: Torj


		CHAPTER 26: Wren


		CHAPTER 27: Wren


		CHAPTER 28: Torj


		CHAPTER 29: Torj


		CHAPTER 30: Wren


		CHAPTER 31: Torj


		CHAPTER 32: Wren


		CHAPTER 33: Torj


		CHAPTER 34: Wren


		CHAPTER 35: Wren


		CHAPTER 36: Torj


		CHAPTER 37: Wren


		CHAPTER 38: Wren


		CHAPTER 39: Torj


		CHAPTER 40: Wren


		CHAPTER 41: Torj


		CHAPTER 42: Wren


		CHAPTER 43: Wren


		CHAPTER 44: Torj


		CHAPTER 45: Torj


		CHAPTER 46: Wren


		CHAPTER 47: Torj


		CHAPTER 48: Wren


		CHAPTER 49: Torj


		CHAPTER 50: Wren


		CHAPTER 51: Torj


		CHAPTER 52: Wren


		CHAPTER 53: Torj


		CHAPTER 54: Wren


		CHAPTER 55: Wren


		CHAPTER 56: Wren


		CHAPTER 57: Wren


		CHAPTER 58: Torj


		CHAPTER 59: Torj


		CHAPTER 60: Wren


		CHAPTER 61: Wren


		CHAPTER 62: Torj


		CHAPTER 63: Wren


		CHAPTER 64: Wren


		CHAPTER 65: Wren


		CHAPTER 66: Torj


		CHAPTER 67: Torj


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		By Helen Scheuerer


		Copyright page







Guide



  		Cover


  		Title page


  		Contents


  		CHAPTER 1: Wren








		iii


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		ii


		iv








OEBPS/images/img_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
|
|
I
|
|
|
|
|
1
(
[

&
!
(
|
1
!
|
|

]
L
v
l

THE ASHES OF THEZM'ARR‘ -
BOOK TWO =

Y
\v\
I

—— e imm o Ve om L i

AN

S At

R :!I‘

e e i e e e e~ VAN { |_

HELEN SCHEUERER(|

_,
g
|

r D
U e o\

&
|
|
\

— —






OEBPS/images/img_002.jpg





OEBPS/images/map.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BRAMBIE





OEBPS/images/img_004.jpg





