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For Ben, who held my hand in the darkness as I discovered my own magic. You are still the kindest thing that’s ever happened to me.
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CHAPTER 1


With rope tied under one pillow and a tiny blade hidden beneath another, Vaasalisa Kozár scurried around a dimly lit room in the High Temple of Mireh.

She would not be here when the sun came up.

The people dancing in the downstairs hall of this enormous temple were the perfect distraction, with their aggravatingly loud music and communal dances, absorbed in themselves and their honeyed wine without a care for the bride or groom.

She despised each and every person in that great hall. Every person who had attended this fraud of a ceremony.

Her brother, Dominik, especially, with his serpentine smile and glinting raven hair. As she peeled off her ugly white marriage gown, violent images of ripping that hair from his head and silencing his audacious laugh pulsed in her mind.

But his death was not at the forefront of her priorities. He had already slithered back to his palace and his pretty women in their home empire of Asterya anyway. Whatever reasons Vaasa’s viper of a brother had to arrange her marriage only months after their father’s death, only weeks after their mother’s, didn’t matter. It was unforgivable. It was the sort of thing someone lost their life over.

Vaasa didn’t know if death would be Dominik’s fate, but she had decided this marriage would not be hers.

She only had minutes before her unfortunate new husband came for her.

Reid of Mireh was a brutal mountain of a warrior—the youngest foreman Icruria had ever seen, and by far the most notorious. The Wolf of Mireh. He had looked upon her white dress as if he detested its absence of color—detested her, perhaps. This nation exalted bright colors and brilliant hues, so she shoved away the white nightgown she’d planned to wear and traded it for a red one, which only fell to midthigh and had a slit up to her right hip. The cool silk glided over her body. Setting her bags inconspicuously near the window, she sank into silk sheets and crossed her legs in a way she thought made them look longer. In a way she hoped would ensnare Reid of Mireh.

Vaasa had studied this nation extensively—just as much as any other threat to her family’s reign. While no one had managed to infiltrate western Icruria and come back alive, violence plagued the eastern territories, which were on the verge of an all-out war with Asterya. The republic of Icruria had begun as six independent city-states, united generations ago. Vaasa’s tutors had emphasized its unusual political structure: Icruria’s elected ruler, called a headman, changed every ten years. The headman was chosen from among the foremen of the six major territories. The five who weren’t elected became the headman’s councilors. They advised the headman, and it was eventually their votes that selected the next one. Vaasa’s new husband was said to be the most obvious next choice to rule Icruria—a dangerous, violent warlord known for his lack of mercy.

If that was true, the little slit in her nightgown might be her best advantage—it fell to either side of her leg as she adjusted her weight upon the bed. Even warlords were men, after all, and men were almost always their own downfall.

Her fingers itched for the rope beneath the pillow. For the blade.

The foreman of Mireh would probably expect a demure, well-poised woman of the heiress of Asterya. Not the murderous thing Vaasa’s father had turned her into—the callous, manipulative daughter he had demanded. Asterya’s eldest would not be some useless bride—she would be a weapon.

Upon their parents’ deaths, Dominik became the emperor, solely because of what dangled between his legs.

All Vaasa got was Reid of Mireh.

Approaching footsteps sounded upon the stone floors outside the door.

Unease threaded in her stomach for only a moment, and she shoved it down with the force of a blow. Fear was the most dangerous emotion she felt—one that summoned the infectious curse crawling beneath her skin. A serpent was how she pictured it, coiled in her gut, and prepared to strike. She might very well kill all the people in this temple if she let the force out. Might kill herself, too. It was far easier to remain angry—anger was not vulnerability.

Anger was the only emotion the curse seemed to listen to.

The door swung open and the foreman of Mireh padded through, taking up a majority of the doorframe with his far-too-broad shoulders.

Their eyes met.

Vaasa would not be terrified of this man, no matter the strength she saw there.

But there was a whisper behind that strength, a surprise or confusion at the sight of her sitting like this on his bed.

Then the foreman of Mireh morphed into someone diligent and duty-bound, pragmatic and calm. His clean-shaven face made her question what she might find attached to such a rigid jaw—fangs or some other atrocious feature, something like the magic and monsters whispered to roam Icruria.

Yet he only looked human, just like her, a thought that had haunted her since their brief and hollow exchange of vows. Young, poised. He was dressed in rich black and purple, dark hair pulled back with a leather strap, and his curious eyes roved over the image of her waiting patiently upon the bed for him. Vaasa softened her gaze and let her mouth tip into a struck grin. Golden eyes flicking down to take in that mouth, the foreman of Mireh was a fly in a web, something carnal ticking in the corner of his jaw. He looked nothing short of a conqueror.

Vaasa would make a meal of her escape.

Curling from the bed, long legs carrying her weight as she folded upright, she crossed the distance between them. Reid didn’t move. He watched each step she took until she slithered to the space just in front of him.

“Red suits you.” His western accent floated between them in the commerce tongue of the Icrurians, his eyes raising to meet the ocean of hers.

“You didn’t seem to like the white,” she said.

His lips pursed before sliding into a genuine grin. “I suspect you could stop my heart in any color.”

Such pretty words. Lifting her hand to his chest, to the space right above his heart, she splayed her fingers and pressed her palm against the silk of his draped wedding attire. Instead of words, which hardly ever did a situation justice anyway, Vaasa slid her hands to the buttons of his cloak, right at the curve of his neck, and began to undo them. Carefully, she pulled the cool fabric from his shoulders and exposed more of his bare chest.

He took it from her hands and placed it delicately upon the chair to their left.

She moved for the cross-body drape, tucking her fingers into the fabric.

Reid watched her silently, eyes a little wary, but his breathing had quickened, too.

She worked him out of his ceremonial drape and gave herself one long glance at the plane of his bare chest—all corded muscle and covered in intricate ink that threaded across the light brown skin of his right shoulder and down his arm. The subtle fragrance of salt and amber wafted under her nose, a little sweet and earthy. In any other situation, she would have described the smell as irresistible. Admitted that his candlelit, brown body covered in black ink was more enticing than she wanted to give him credit for.

But that was not why she was here.

With reckless abandon, she dragged one finger to his waistline, and then guided him toward the bed until the backs of his knees pressed to the mattress.

Surprise and excitement flickered in his eyes, and he wrapped his fingers around her own, gently lifting her knuckles to his lips. “I hoped we would get along,” Reid of Mireh said.

Vaasa released her bottom lip from between her teeth. “I would like that.”

Hands gripping her waist, Reid spun them until he could guide her onto the soft blankets, gesturing with his head that she should lie down for him. Keeping her gaze locked with his, she lay back onto the bed and pushed just far enough up to place her hands within reach of the rope and the blade.

The bed dipped with his knees, and he crawled up her body. This position wouldn’t work the way she needed, though.

She reached for his pants.

He caught her wrist. “Have you done this before, Vaasalisa?”

She paused. Did he expect chastity? Had that been a part of his agreement with her brother?

“The truth,” he said, one of his hands lifting to brush a piece of long black hair from her cheek and trailing to her shoulder, “will always serve us best.”

The truth was that men could not tell a virgin from a hole in a tree, no matter what lies they told themselves. She doubted this man could, either. Still, she wanted him to think her innocent. Wanted him to think her meek. “I have not,” she lied. “But I have heard it’s easier for the woman if she is above you. If she can control the speed.”

“And you want to do this?”

The question could have paralyzed her, the severity of his taut mouth and furrowed brow, if she’d let it. “Yes, I want to do this.”

Had he really just asked her that?

Nodding, thrill returning to his easy eyes and loosened shoulders, he slid his hand to the small of her back and rolled, placing himself beneath her. Right at her mercy. Gentle were his hands as they trailed up the sides of her legs, which were positioned around his hips. “Then by all means, carry on,” he whispered.

This was the man who would rule all of the city-states of Icruria for an entire cycle?

Beneath her was no wolf—only a fool.

Running was for the best, then; he would be crushed beneath the boots of Asterya. Her brother had no interest in trade negotiations with a mere foreman, no matter the assurances she’d received that Reid would rise to headman within the year. Reid was one of six foremen of Icruria, and by the looks of it, the territory of Mireh was as far as he would go.

Vaasa dipped her mouth to his cheek, brushing her lips over the smooth, freshly shaved skin. She would have preferred the grit of a beard—a thought she kept low in her stomach. She proceeded downward, her hands passing softly over his shoulders, trailing her nails along his skin, raising bumps in her wake. Her lips moved to his chest. When she looked up through her lashes at him, his breath caught a little.

Rising, she kissed his neck again, one hand slipping from his shoulder and beneath the pillow.

In one strike, she snatched the blade and pressed it to his throat. Right where her lips had been.

“Lift your hands above your head.”

Freezing, eyes seeming to flash on and alert, Reid of Mireh did not move.

Until he did.

He spun with an assassin’s focus, they tumbled, and Vaasa barely held on to the knife with the force. Reid’s leg slipped between hers and held the vantage until she dragged her blade down his thigh. He grunted at the slice, and she heaved his weight off her. Using her own momentum to push herself on top of him again, Vaasa pressed the knife into the skin of his jugular and her knee onto his groin, poised to strike.

This time, Reid of Mireh froze.

Vaasa pressed the blade harder, digging into the bloody skin. “Do as I say, or these white sheets will run red.”

With slow precision, he did as she had told him. He raised his arms and pressed them into the sheets above his head, and she felt him tense as her knee dipped harder into his groin. She used her free hand to snake the hidden rope about his wrists and pull it taut, securing the rope to the headboard behind him. The entire process took a breath, something she’d planned for before he walked in the door. The single vulnerable moment was past, and she again rebelled against her rising panic.

The curse in her gut hissed, reminding her that even if she could control the man beneath her, she could not control the infection in her bones.

“Tell me,” Reid said with lethal calm. “Did you intend to kill me from the beginning, or did you see me and decide I was not a handsome enough choice for you?”

Chances were not a soul would interrupt them tonight. His body wouldn’t be found until morning, and by then, she’d be long gone.

She would start a war with the most brutal nation on the continent, let Dominik pay the price.

She pressed the knife a little harder.

With wide eyes, he gasped, “You don’t have to.”

His words haunted her now, coiling in her stomach. They mixed with magic and adrenaline and urgency.

And you want to do this?

Why should that matter? One act of kindness didn’t erase the things she’d heard of him, the savage tales that had kept her awake with an ever-present fear since the announcement of their impending marriage. The youngest foreman, one who rose to his rank all before his third decade. No one secured power so quickly without evil.

But something about it tugged at her. Changed the way he looked beneath her.

Did brutality ask for permission?

Black mist began to swirl at her fingertips, to lick at the skin beneath his jaw. Her magic.

She was losing control.

Heart lurching, she nicked his throat. “Don’t come after me, or I will finish what I’ve started.”

Leaping from the bed, Vaasa hid her hands and the blade, stepping into her boots and pulling on the thick fur-lined cloak he’d presented to her at dinner as a wedding gift. She slid off the slim golden wedding ring and set it on the dresser. Faint sounds of his struggle emanated from behind her, but Vaasa knew damn well how to tie a knot. She slung her pack over her shoulders—the one she’d left near the window. In it she stuffed his silks and anything else remotely valuable left in the room. Tying the cloak closed, she turned to find Reid watching her in astonishment, fiery anger coiling each of his muscles as his arms tugged at the rope.

If he had been truly brutal, if he had been anything like the tales people in her empire whispered, she would have killed him and not thought twice about it.

And you want to do this?

Just words, though in a way, an action, too.

One that had saved his life.

“These knots are well done,” he informed her, eyes not dropping from hers, that clipped accent turning into an angry snarl. “You’ll have to teach me so we can switch places next time.”

The cocky bastard smiled. He smiled, like he found something about her amusing. Like he found anything about being tied half naked to a bed on his wedding night humorous.

It made the curse in her gut and on her hands begin to tingle. Begin to dance with the thrill of his demons. Hiding her hands from Reid’s view, Vaasa bolted to the window and opened it. Turning, she saw the red trickle of blood down his throat. “There will be no next time, Your Highness.”

She slipped out of the opening and clicked it quietly closed. Through the glass, she took one second to watch him fight with the knots on the bed. To gaze at the black mist that overtook her hands and threatened to steal every inch of life from her shaking body.

She could not let it.

She scurried off the roof of the High Temple of Mireh, the hood of the cloak up to cover her features, and into the darkness below.

First, she’d find a sodality: an Icrurian school. It was not knowledge of history or arithmetic that she sought, though. No magic pulsed in Asterya, but the magic here was rare and had been craved by her father—now by her brother, who had taken his throne with equal cruelty.

Some people had called her father a snake.

He had called Vaasa his chameleon.

Blending in like she’d been born to do, Vaasa fled the glittering city of Mireh, selling Reid’s silk for passage to another city-state. If there was a place she could learn of the curse that inflicted her bones, it was Dihrah, the City of Scholars.
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CHAPTER 2


Night after night, with a stolen after-hours pass in hand, Vaasa entered the Library of Una.

Normally, this seven-story tower was filled to the brim with robed acolytes. They covered all seven floors and draped themselves along the upholstered chairs and circular tables, taking up as much room as they wanted, their noses in books or at least pretending to be. Some acolytes took their studies at this sodality seriously, others not so much, and Vaasa had quickly learned to distinguish between the two. And how to act like the first.

In the three months since she’d fled Mireh, only this ancient library had brought her any semblance of solace. It was the quietest place in the sodality.

She had grown to appreciate silence.

Dihrah, she’d learned, was known not only for its scholarship, but for this exact library. The rectangular atheneum plunged underground, all seven floors growing closer to the core of the world, only illuminated by the golden lights flickering upon each level and dangling down the center of the tower. Covered in polished brown-and-red marble floors, the mystical library was one of Vaasa’s greatest imaginations. The first time she’d laid her eyes upon it, she had almost gaped. Nothing in Asterya was this magnificent, despite what her prideful people wanted to believe.

The more she explored this library, the more she understood why western Icruria was so isolated—its westernmost territories guarded their cities as a secret. This was only one of Icruria’s six sodalities. Her father’s spies had infiltrated the two in the east, but none of the men he sent into the west had returned. Vaasa had not stayed long enough in Mireh to see its city. She’d cut her hair short and enrolled in this sodality with forged identification, and it was the only reason she had access to this ancient library. Only Dihrah’s students saw the inside.

Lanterns were strung down the center of the tower, hanging at various heights, fueled by the tiny spark of magic the descendants of Una carried with them. As Vaasa kept her head down and the hood of her robe up, she walked as casually as she could in the shadows cast by the golden glow.

The best place to hide was in plain sight.

If she was recognized or remembered, Reid of Mireh—and her own brother, too—would come for her head.

She shot down to the sixth floor, past the western side, where the bare section on magic was organized. She’d expected their collection to be larger, more fruitful, with updated texts. In the weeks she’d scoured it, she couldn’t escape the feeling that she was missing something. Like a truth was hidden in this library somewhere and she had yet to uncover it. So far, magic had not been openly discussed by the acolytes. Almost as if it was so sacred, so misunderstood, it could not be shared even among their own.

Padding down one of the many rows of leather-bound books, she plucked the next set of texts off the shelf—authors with the last name beginning with V. In lieu of tomes about magic itself, she’d resorted to ancient texts on the Icrurian gods and goddesses. The books were stacked up along the table she’d chosen closest to the stone wall, as they were every time she had the freedom to read whatever she wanted. And she planned to sit until the waning hours of the morning and search. She often arrived at her early classes bleary-eyed and yawning, but with a few cups of tea, she found herself again. Down here in the library, Vaasa could breathe. No one would get too suspicious at seeing her here, if they did see her at all, and most people who stayed this late were too busy with their own tasks to care about her.

Vaasa dove in, completely losing track of time.

She’d already learned of the gods and goddesses these Icrurian sodalities inherited their names from, how the magic that pulsed in Icruria was said to come from those deities themselves. She’d read about the healers and the manipulators of elements, even some historical texts about the time before Icruria’s unification, when wars over magic and bloodlines turned their rivers red. Most books detailed Una, the god this particular library was named after.

But he manipulated light, not creeping black mist and death.

She skimmed the pages in search of a description, the image of it in her mind distinct and haunting. Like a serpent. The curse felt like venom and teeth, like scales and anguish. Scanning, scanning, scanning, she came upon a word she had never read before: Veragi.

The goddess of witchcraft herself.

Most of it was an innocuous story about her love affair with Setar, the god of language and writings. But partway through the paragraph, her heart skipped.

Black mist. A senseless void with no sight or sound or smell, where only darkness does not shiver.

Vaasa’s cold fingers began to shake upon the dusty page. Ashen skin and sunken cheeks flashed in her mind, paired with eyes devoid of their irises and swallowed whole by ink. Raven hair turned gray and limp, as if the color had been taken from each crevice and pore, like the woman’s soul had been drained from her very core.

Her mother.

The empress of Asterya had been little but skin and bones when the black mist was finished with her, green silk gown flowing around her like a swimming pool.

Not a trace of blood.

Only oily black mist swirling around her skin, the rancid scent of dying flesh stuffing itself into Vaasa’s nostrils.

It was this thing that Vaasa could feel. It had choked the air from the room and clawed its way out of her throat in the form of a curdling scream, one that echoed off each corridor and breezeway. That was the first time she felt the serpent in her stomach. The guards had appeared, the world had bent and blurred with the razor-sharp passing of time, and before she could even begin to process the tragedy, her newly minted emperor of a brother had her shipped off to Icruria to marry Reid of Mireh.

They said grief had taken her mother.

Dominik swore that not a soul could know the truth, or they would know it had infected Vaasa, too. Then they would question him. Magic would not be tolerated in Asterya, and certainly not in its emperor. The Asteryan lords would turn on him. Their father’s closest advisor, Ozik, had snuffed out any word of what had happened before Vaasa emerged from her mother’s rooms. If a guard had seen any of it, they’d died quietly.

Silence, Ozik had warned her. Thrones are as precarious as one’s humanity.

The series of events made no sense. If she had never married, she’d never have been a threat to Dominik. A daughter could not take the Asteryan throne alone—only if she was married and the last living heiress could her husband become emperor. Dominik had spent a lifetime removing every threat to his ascension, then subsequently created one. Though this way, when Vaasa died in the same way their mother had, he would at least get something for her existence.

Salt, Mireh’s most precious resource.

Her hand and her life had been worth salt.

Vaasa’s heart tightened. The Icrurian spring she now lived in could not chase the cold away. That thing still coursed through her veins when the intrusive thoughts sank their claws into her mind and burrowed into her chest.

It fed on her.

She swore she could feel it there, sliding nails across her muscles and tendons, gurgling in her veins. As if the force itself was sentient, it went in her body where it wanted. For long moments, Vaasa focused on her breathing. She tried to dismiss the sense that something crawled beneath her skin. Tried to push it all away. If she died here, it would start a war and give Dominik everything he had ever hoped for.

She slammed the book shut.

“Aneta?” a trilling voice asked as the sound of robes swishing along the floor rounded the stacks. A simply dressed dark-haired woman appeared, her soft smile already full and her kohl-less brown eyes sparkling. So different from Vaasa’s home, this lack of adornment and makeup.

Aneta. Not even her name. A fake one she had scribbled upon the folded parchment she submitted for entrance into the sodality.

Vaasa dove into her mind for a name, a name, of the woman she remembered from her morning instruction on the first wars of Icruria—of which there were seven. “Brielle,” Vaasa remembered, pulling her lips into a smile as she shoved her hands into the folds of her robes beneath the table to hide any possible trace of black mist.

Go away, she commanded the choleric force as it drained from her fingertips and ducked back down somewhere in the twisting of her organs and tissues. Still present, still there, but willing to hide. Coiling back into her belly like a cobra, the magic lay in wait.

Brielle placed her hands upon the book nearest Vaasa, her dark brown skin richening beneath the flickering lanterns strung from the ceiling and placed along each wooden tabletop. “I didn’t realize you’d found your way into a night pass so quickly.”

She hadn’t. Vaasa grinned, flashing the silver pass as if it was just as surprising to her. She didn’t elaborate further or invite more conversation, hoping Brielle would bid her goodbye quickly.

The woman did no such thing. Brielle slid into the chair across from Vaasa and scanned the books upon the table, taking note of each one. Vaasa got the distinct impression that despite Brielle’s warm demeanor, she possessed a wicked intelligence. She wouldn’t be likely to forget a single title of the books she’d seen.

“Are you excited?” Brielle asked suddenly.

Vaasa’s brow furrowed. “Excited?”

“For the foreman?” Brielle tilted her head. “He’s visiting tomorrow. Isn’t that why you left class a few days ago? Aren’t you going to escort him? That’s the rumor, anyway.”

Vaasa’s heart leapt into her throat. “Which foreman?”

“Koen?” Brielle said as if it was obvious. It should have been. “He’s here for the guest lecture in a few days.”

The foreman of Dihrah. Not Vaasa’s unfortunate husband, the one she’d conveniently, albeit violently, escaped. Images of him sprawled upon the bed, hands bound and throat bleeding, pulsed in her head. Vaasa let out a breath and shrugged. “No, actually, I just wasn’t feeling well. I’m having a hard time adjusting.”

This should be interpreted as a weakness, an embarrassment. She silently hoped it would make Brielle uncomfortable enough to leave.

“Oh! I can help you. Now that you have the pass, we can meet here after our classes and study together.”

“Oh, that’s really not—”

“I insist. Someone helped me when I first came here; I’m only passing along the favor. It must have been so hard to come to this place. Someday, you can help someone, too.”

Vaasa’s head whirled, her sacred alone time slipping between her fingers and out of her reach. Where were the brutal, evil monsters her father had cursed? The unforgiving leviathans her brother had whispered about? Vaasa had met and negotiated with others from the east—ill-mannered and easy to burst. Was western Icruria so different?

All she had met were warm people with their happy smiles and contented ways.

The acrid taste of resentment and frustration washed along Vaasa’s tongue, spilling out of her in a snap. “I do not require your assistance, Brielle.”

The woman’s eyes widened just a fraction, hurt flashing in them, and then they reverted to a neutral simmer. “Forgive me for offering.”

Brielle pushed to a stand and plodded to the end of the stacks, then looked over her shoulder. “The books on magic aren’t kept in the main library,” she told Vaasa, eyes flicking to the table where Vaasa kept all of her texts. How had she put together what Vaasa was searching for?

Shit. Vaasa started to speak, but Brielle sauntered off without another word. Vaasa didn’t blame her, not for a moment. It was Vaasa who had ruined the first opportunity she’d had at insight—of course there were tomes missing. Where was this hidden section of the library? If she didn’t find it, she was dead.

The sharp pang of guilt and fear in Vaasa’s chest forced her to look down at her shaking hands.

The unholy force skittered around her fingertips in a mist of glittering black. It seemed to swallow her hands the more Vaasa’s fear rose—the more she felt. Feeding.

Vaasa stuffed her hands into her robes again, eyes darting around, but Brielle had disappeared behind the wooden shelves of books. It was just Vaasa, alone.

She had always been this way—sharp. Maybe that was why the magic had made a home in her.

Vaasa’s chair gave an awful squawk along the stone floor as she stumbled backward, shaking her hands. Tears began to prick at her eyes. The mist only grew. It devoured her wrists and forearms, panic searing down her spine, and she pressed against the wall and into a corner as if she could sink into the shadows and never be seen again.

Did it have something to do with the goddess she’d just read about? Veragi?

It was her one lead. Her only lead in months.

She wasn’t making any progress. The only way to get to the truth was through the help of someone else, but there wasn’t a soul she could get close enough to trust. Maybe Dihrah wasn’t where she could find answers, after all.

Behind her eyes, her brother’s face twisted into a grimace. She could hear herself begging, being so forlorn she was willing to beg, that he not sentence her to death in this nation. She’d always known her family was cruel, but Dominik’s proclivity for torture extended far past that of their parents.

Vaasa and her father had a deal. For all the awful things she’d borne witness to, this was never to be her fate. But now she was a threat to Dominik’s succession, and there was no force in the world that could convince her this marriage wasn’t his doing.

The demonic magic began to creep along the wall Vaasa pushed herself against, shadows licking the stone and devouring any light. As if it had a life of its own, it hissed and whispered in a language unfamiliar to Vaasa’s ear.

Through gritted teeth she whimpered, begging the force to dissipate, begging it to leave her and never come back.

It grew and grew and grew.

Would this be the moment it took her? Would she look as her mother had, drained and colorless on the floor?

Her eyes squeezed shut and she forced herself to breathe. To think of anything else.

She pictured the books. She lent herself to the task of learning with every fiber of her fractured heart. Reminded herself that there was work to do.

It snapped back into her skin with a fiery hiss.

She stumbled backward a few steps as nausea overcame her, threatening her already tightening throat. Vaasa doubled over and gripped her knees through the sweeping red acolyte robes.

Slamming all the books shut, she hauled them back into their proper spaces on the shelves she’d diligently marked—not upon the rolling carts the strict librarians used to track use of each tome. She carried them one by one, her back groaning with the effort, until the table had no trace of her at all. Even in her sickness, she memorized the title of the tome with her only lead.

Her robes whispered against the stone floor and her leaden feet dragged up the stairs, stomach turning and thighs straining, until she reached the main floor. Avoiding each pair of eyes around her, she rushed for the exit.

One pair caught her, though, the darkest and warmest ebony, coated in sadness.

Brielle, who watched Vaasa with pity as she coasted out of the library and into the nearest latrine.

Vaasa’s knees cracked against stone. That foul smell of rotten flesh and burning hair swirled into the bowl and crept along her gagging face. The same scent that had surrounded her dead mother. That had haunted her dreams and her waking hours.

Vaasa expelled the contents of her stomach. Twice. Three times.

And when the hurling finally ceased, when breath rushed back into her lungs and all she had left was the awful taste in her mouth, the sight of her vomit caught her eyes.

Black.

Like the mist.

Like the final color of her mother’s eyes.
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CHAPTER 3


Acolytes crowded around Vaasa as she made her way into the enormous lecture hall.

Upon the stage at the front of the room stood a podium, a small glass of water settled on it. The sages all marched with chins to the sky as they filed into the grand room, walking down the nine levels of black velvet stairs to the front section of the hall reserved for them. The acolytes all took their respective seats in the other sections. Most carried notebooks and pens, some graphite pencils, all tucked between their fingers or behind their ears as they found their friends and waved to each other. Smiles were in abundance, and not a soul said a word to Vaasa.

She sat alone in the shadowy corner without a clue as to the name of the acolyte who took the seat next to her. With short brown hair and mannerisms much like everyone else, the boy didn’t even bother to look her way.

Heads turned as the high sage stood beneath the doorway and each acolyte shot to their feet, eyes raised in respect for the sharp-shouldered and even sharper-tongued woman. Her distinguished robes, made of silk the color of orange clay, trailed behind her as she stepped fully into the room. “Please be seated,” she said, and immediately the sea of acolytes sat down. “And do not bother with greeting the foremen.”

Foremen?

Behind the high sage stood a man not clothed in robes, but rather in distinguished fabrics of red and gold that swept over one shoulder and down his torso, the same shimmering fabric cut in a sharp triangle that hung from his waist and stopped just before his knees. Black pants covered his legs. He stood taller than the high sage, with chestnut hair and his light brown face covered in a closely shaved beard. Calculating eyes traveled along the rows of acolytes, and Vaasa noticed the sheer lack of weapons upon him. He didn’t resemble a warrior, not in the ways Vaasa had expected or known. Rather, his long arms and legs reminded her of roots plunging into the firm ground. Coupled with his wire-frame glasses, the foreman of Dihrah did not appear a foreman at all.

Not like the one she’d known.

All of the acolytes followed instructions, returning their attention to the visiting sage at the front of the room, whose hooded robes gave away his stature and tenure as he glided across the stage to the podium. Stripes of every color ran up the black fabric covering his arms.

Another person walked through the door.

Every ounce of breath in Vaasa’s lungs caught in her throat.

There, in silken black and purple, stood Reid of Mireh.

The room bustled, his reputation enough to make every acolyte sit up and stare.

Unlike the foreman of Dihrah, this broad-shouldered mountain of a man did look every inch the warrior, from his tighter garb to the arsenal of weapons hanging from his hips. Just as she remembered. Sharp daggers and an unforgiving onyx-metal blade seemed to wink at her. Visions of her spread over him, blade in hand and running it along the left underside of his chin, flashed behind Vaasa’s eyes, and her back locked.

Wearing similar sweeping fabric across his shoulder and between his knees, Reid took up almost the entirety of the doorframe. Upturned eyes scanned the room. His face was no longer clean-shaven—not as it had been the night of their wedding. Now, a dark beard hid the scar she was certain she’d left, and his deep brown hair was pulled back from his face, highlighting the rigid line of his jaw. He reminded her of a predator with his terribly keen eyes and even more terrible mass of muscle along every inch of him. That night, she had worried she would discover fangs or some other monstrous feature beneath his deceptive mouth—she hadn’t. A part of her knew he’d let her swipe the blade near his throat, smiled as she did it, really, as if he thought the idea of a woman from Asterya with a knife was funny.

She could, and would, do far worse things with a knife if he came near her.

Adrenaline threatening to summon the magic, she threaded the ink pen between her fingers and closed a fist beneath the attached wooden desk.

Control. She could control this.

If he were here for her, he would be moving already. He would not care if it made a scene or if it made him look like a brute—powerful people took what they wanted and were often praised for it. No, if he knew she was here, he would not have let her remain in her seat.

With her head tilting down at her notes and a little twist of her neck, her now-short raven hair swept over her cheek and eyes and concealed him entirely from her view.

She needed to leave. She had to run far away from here, barter whatever else she had left to go somewhere new. She had failed enormously in Dihrah—had found nearly nothing that would serve her purpose anyway.

It was time to start over. Again.

But she couldn’t very well flee in this moment, or even in the ones following. She hung in a delicate balance; they already wondered whether she belonged here, so if she disappeared, no one would question it. In fact, they would expect it. She would be written off as just another failed scholar.

Though it was new for her, she realized she would rather be a failure than dead.

But if she left too quickly, she might raise suspicions. The foreman of Mireh might find her again.

Vaasa wondered if this was what her life would be—forever on the run from undeserving men more powerful than her, this curse rattling her bones until she made it to a shallow grave.

She’d always wanted to see the world. To make a home in her heart instead of within a border.

Vaasa moved only a few inches at a time, inconspicuous as could be, casual as any other acolyte in a room with not one but two foremen. To her dismay, they didn’t make to leave. Looming against the left wall as if anything this instructor said could be considered interesting, the high sage and foremen remained planted in their seats of honor.

Vaasa had the extraordinary talent of closely watching the lips of those in front of her, pretending to hang on to every word without hearing a single one. She could spend a lifetime in her head and need nothing outside of it to keep her attention. To everyone else, she looked engaged, enthralled even, with the lesson given by this ancient sage.

She did not even know the topic.

The moment the three hours were up, she slid her parchment closed and tucked her pen into her robes, filing past the enormous group of acolytes who swarmed around the foremen. They all vied for the opportunity to speak to them, to prove themselves important and intelligent, and Vaasa knew she needed to prove neither of those things.

She ducked out into the hallway and raced back to her room. She couldn’t stay for long—being holed up in one space would be an awful choice. She would need to hide through dinner, hope diligently that he had not noticed her or, if he had, that he had not been able to figure out her false name and room. Then she would have to find a way out of this city.

Hell, maybe leave this nation altogether.

But not without that tome.



Vaasa snuck down the stairs, a leather satchel hidden beneath the enormous folds of her robes. She hoped no one would find her between the dusty stacks of the library stealing a book that she had no right to.

Foolish. She was absolutely foolish.

The book was the only answer she’d gotten thus far, and she couldn’t bring herself to leave it behind. It wasn’t heavy enough to weigh her down or make it impossible to flee—it would fit in her satchel, which barely had a damn thing in it. And maybe once she’d gotten what she needed from it, she could sell it.

The library was empty this evening, everyone gathered in the great hall to break bread with the two foremen, and Vaasa bet it would be the only time she could swipe the book. By the end of the sixth set of stairs, her thighs rebelled, but she pushed forward until she slid around the corner of the western side, fifth row over, moving seventeen books in. And there it was.

Bound in cracking leather and secured with only a single string, the book looked like salvation. Vaasa plucked it from the shelf, thrust her robes aside, and unbuckled the satchel.

“That is an awful idea,” a smoky, too-familiar voice sounded from the right. The flat vowels and clipped endings curled down her spine, which she promptly straightened.

There, leaning against her table, hands splayed along the wood as if he owned everything in his sight, was the foreman of Mireh.

Neither made an attempt to move, though Vaasa shifted her weight in such a way that she was prepared to spin and run. Death loomed right in front of her; he would kill her for what she’d done to him, for both the embarrassment and the wound. That shallow grave had found its way to her, and everything in her heart rebelled against it.

“Your Highness—” she muttered instinctively.

“We do not refer to our chosen leaders as ‘Your Highness’ here,” he informed her with ease, still not moving, though his eyes did trail down from the top of her head to her toes. He paused on the way back up at her pulse, the one she swore he could see and feel from where he leaned, but then locked his bright eyes with her gaze.

And just as he’d done on that bed, he moved.

Vaasa twisted right and ran, but he was too fast. She made it halfway to the end of the dusty stacks before his arm wound around her waist and lifted her clean from the floor, setting her down with her back against a bookcase. Neither her strength nor her thrashing had done anything to hinder him; the bastard’s execution was flawless. Bookshelves lined the passageway, leaving exits only to the left and right. A table obstructed the left, and stuck between him and a long shelf, she was at least ten paces from the main corridor to her right. She stared straight ahead over his shoulder, eyes focused on the bookshelf opposite her as the chance to escape disappeared.

“I would have told you, had you said goodbye properly, that you should call me by my name,” he said, looming above her and practically daring her to try to run again. His body covered hers. Too close—he was too close.

Fire and rage spread in her belly, and she narrowed her eyes, finally looking up at him. “Would you have? We met so briefly.”

His lips pursed—amusement or displeasure, she couldn’t entirely be sure—and then he leaned back, giving her a little more breadth. “Husband will do, given it’s my other title.”

Vaasa sneered, her upper lip curling. “We are not married.”

“Respectfully, I disagree.”

“Respectfully, I don’t care what you agree or disagree with.”

At that he grinned outright, gazing momentarily at the tome that now lay half open on the ground. “If you steal that, I’ll have no choice but to report it to the high sage. Her punishment is one I have no interest in discovering.”

Could she leave it here? Did she even have a chance of escape? She just needed a way out, a way to freedom and choice, for as long as she could manage it. “And if I don’t steal it?”

“Then it’s one less thing we’ll have to argue about. Marital spats are no fun, or so I’ve heard. Not that my wife has been around long enough for me to discover their level of joy.”

Vaasa’s eyes glittered with rage, and Reid seemed to soak it in. Seemed to want to drink it all up. Was this what he got off on, then? The threats and the control?

She’d let him live because she thought him the exact opposite.

“Let me leave,” she demanded.

“Not until we’ve properly discussed your options.”

“My options?” Vaasa hissed. “We should instead discuss yours. Step out of my way, or we can relive the last time you found yourself on the wrong end of my knife.”

He raised a full brow at the exact moment she pressed the blade hidden in her robes to his stomach. She’d slid it into her hand while he’d glanced down at the book.

The same dagger she’d hidden under their pillows.

Surprise and a small spark of approval flitted through his eyes, dancing in the bits of orange and black that sewed the gold together. He took one step back, then another. Vaasa trailed him closely, pushing with her blade until he backed up against the bookshelf opposite her. Until it was her body controlling the movement of his. Until it was him with no escape.

She dragged the knife up and over his chest, stopping at his throat.

To her shock, he lifted his square chin, baring his neck to her. “Do it.”

Anxiety pumped into her stomach, and she stared wildly at him, their faces a hairbreadth apart, him peering down at her.

“You won’t, will you?” he asked, throat still bared, turning it just a little so the underside of his jaw became visible. The right side now. “Give me another one to match, Wild One.”

Vaasa’s lips parted.

Just as quickly as he’d moved before, his hand curled around her hand holding the knife, fingers tightening on her wrist and pushing her hard. He slid his foot behind her calf to throw her off balance and she started to fall. With one large step, he dragged her against the bookshelf she’d just barely escaped, her own weight doing all the work for him. Wood dug into her back. A yelp of pain threatened to escape, but she bit it down.

“I didn’t think so,” he growled, anger leaking into his words as her knife clanged against the floor. His face pressed closer to hers, no longer giving her the space he’d given before, as if she’d lost the right. “Now shall we speak as humans, or would you rather we continue to dance?”

“Ass,” she snapped back.

“Maybe I do prefer Your Highness.”

Vaasa struggled against the grip he had on her wrists, rage the likes of which she’d hardly known pounding in her head. In her chest. The serpent in her stomach began to slither upward into her throat, and she knew she had moments before it gave her away. “Let me go,” she demanded. “Let me—”

“Listen to me for one moment and I will,” he said.

Her lips pressed shut. Surveying the planes of his face and deciding he meant what he said, she nodded, her restless resistance fading and the curse humming just under the surface.

The foreman of Mireh took a breath, straightening his spine and taking the smallest step back so she had enough room to gulp down air. Unruffled, he relaxed his shoulders like the entire exchange had taken little effort, one hand still pressed to the bookshelf next to her left ear, the other hanging at his side as if he wanted to emphasize the space he gave her. She rolled her wrists and considered an exit strategy, eyeing where the hallway of bookshelves opened into the main corridor.

“Where have you been?” he finally asked.

Vaasa didn’t answer. Instead, she stared at him coldly, waiting to hear these so-called options.

He seemed to understand her thought process, because he changed his approach. With a tilt of his head, he asked, “Has the magic gotten the better of you yet?”

Her heart dropped into her stomach, but she didn’t allow a muscle in her face to twitch. Didn’t allow herself to shift and reveal her hand. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“It covered your hands the night you almost slit my throat. Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”

Vaasa couldn’t move, didn’t have time to deliberate or calculate a new strategy. Instead, she kept her voice intentionally even. “What do you know about the magic?”

“Plenty.” He offered that one word and nothing more.

Silence coursed between them as Vaasa weighed her options and tried to pretend as though she wouldn’t beg, barter, or steal for the information he kept to himself. “What do you want?” she finally asked.

Knowing he had her right where he wanted her, the foreman of Mireh lifted his hand from the bookshelf and took two wide steps back, giving her all the space she desired. Needed. She could run now; she’d make it to the end of the stacks.

Arms crossing in front of his chest, he said, “I believe we can be of use to each other.”

Vaasa’s brows rose. He wanted to make a deal? What could she possibly have to offer a foreman?

The bookshelf across from her groaned as Reid leaned back against it, the two staring each other down. “Do you know anything about our exchange of power?”

She lied. “I know little.”

He chuckled, crossing his large arms. “Liar.”

Pursing her lips, she shrugged. It was there in his eyes, the harsh glimmer of desire for a title and a sense of importance. Vaasa had spent a lifetime around power-hungry men—she could sniff one out with ease. “I know you’re most likely going to be elected.”

“And could lose a great deal of my reputation, should people learn my Asteryan bride fled after tying me to our wedding bed.”

Vaasa realized it then. What purpose she served him. She knew it with such certainty it shredded itself down her spine, even if it shouldn’t have mattered. “To conquer me would deem you worthy of their votes, then?”

Reid’s eyes glimmered with amusement as he tucked away the growing corners of his lips. “To conquer you would surely leave me dead, Wild One. But you have gravely bruised my ego.”

“Is that so?”

“I made an agreement with your brother in hopes of proving I could solidify an alliance between our people. Your absence threatens to shatter it. I’ve avoided telling him for long enough.”

Dominik didn’t know she’d run away?

“You don’t want an alliance with my brother,” Vaasa warned.

“You’re right. But several of the salt lords do, and I figure if someone is walking into the lion’s den, I’m most qualified.”

Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, Vaasa leaned a little further into the wooden bookshelf at her back. He wasn’t the most qualified, though she didn’t say so. She wasn’t unfamiliar with the precarious balance between a ruler and the people who kept their economy going. The difference was that in Asterya, her father had always brought the lords and merchants to heel. Could he not handle the men who harvested and sold his salt? “I thought you said your ego was bruised.”

“Bruised, not broken.”

She let out a small snort. “I don’t understand what you want from me. You must know I can’t convince my brother to do anything he doesn’t want to do.”

“I don’t need you for your brother.” He frowned, looking like he couldn’t decide how much to reveal. “No one has taken the headmanship without an equally strong high consort. I need a wife of Asterya who does not renege on our agreement. What does it say about my potential to lead Icruria into an era of trade agreements if I can’t maintain my relationship with your empire?”

Vaasa wanted to say that she wasn’t capable of changing the truth, but instead said, “I don’t want to be married.”

“I’ve gathered that.”

“Then I’m not sure what I can give you other than advice: Being the ruler of anything is a corrupting job, and no man walks out of it the same as when he walked into it. If you value anything about yourself, which I gather you do, given the seeming resilience of your ego, you’ll settle for being a councilor and mind your own.”

Reid mulled over her words with a careful consideration she didn’t expect him to possess. “I may need your wisdom as well, it seems, though I wonder if your pessimistic outlook on leadership derives from an example different from mine.”

“I wonder if every man who steps into a crown thinks the same thing.”

“Good thing there are no crowns involved.”

She snorted again. It didn’t matter if the foremen and headman didn’t don a formal crown—they played God, no matter the metal on their heads or the different titles they gave themselves.

“Plus,” Reid said, “it seems that you, too, need something. If you do not learn to control your magic soon, it will undoubtedly kill you.”

She knew little about what ran beneath her skin, but she knew it wasn’t a gift. It was only a parasite that possessed her. Still, the thought of imminent death sent a shiver down her spine. “It’s a curse. I intend to get rid of it.”

With a strange, disbelieving look, he said, “The black mist leaking on the tips of your fingers originates from my home of Mireh. It is Veragi magic, and I know a master of it.”

Vaasa stared blankly at him, forcing her face to remain neutral despite the pounding in her chest. It was the very word she’d read in that tome, though she’d never heard it aloud.

And he knew someone who had mastered it? In Mireh?

She believed in many things—even magic and monsters—but she had never believed in coincidence.

“And, of course, I offer shelter, food, and clothing. I might even be willing to replace that fur-lined cloak I gifted you that somehow ended up on the shoulders of a man in the Surmeny Peaks.”

Something in Vaasa’s stomach clenched in embarrassment, though she dismissed the feeling and tried to square her shoulders as if she didn’t have any guilt about the incident. She shouldn’t. He’d bought and bartered for her like cattle, just as every other man who sought power would inevitably do. She was a means to an end. “What is your proposal, then?”

Relief, small yet noticeable, crossed Reid’s features. “I propose the following: You act as my wife for a time, and I will help you discover all you wish to know about Veragi magic.”

Tempting, Vaasa had to admit. And relatively easy. It would mean no more running, and possibly answers.

But it would also mean putting herself directly in Dominik’s path.

“And when do we part ways?” she asked.

He took her matter-of-fact demeanor in stride, not missing a beat. “After the election cycle has settled and you have learned to confidently control or erase the magic—say three years?—I will offer you a legal separation and relocate you to anywhere you desire.”

Her jaw could have dropped to the floor. If they were legally separated, she would no longer give Reid claim to the Asteryan throne. She could run, make a new life elsewhere, and Dominik would not be threatened enough to chase her. “And you’ll deal with the consequences of that? A separation?” Wouldn’t that be counterintuitive to the same image he hoped to cultivate?

“There are few things I fear, Wild One.”

Wild One. If they were to do this, she would have to put a stop to that. Running her tongue along her teeth, she leaned a little easier against the bookshelf. “If I say no, will you let me leave?”

Darkness clouded his eyes as if even the insinuation was absurd. “You are no captive, even if you agree to this. If you are to trust one thing about me, let it be that I will never make you do something against your will.”

“You married me against my will.”

“I was not aware of your objections.”

“Would it have mattered?”

“It would have changed everything.”

The world shifted at those simple words. It would have changed everything.

“If we are to do this,” he said, “then I would expect a willing and engaged accomplice, one I could depend on. I need Icruria to believe that we are taken with each other. That our union is strong enough to represent them.”

Vaasa wanted to remind him that she’d put a knife to his throat twice now, though the words felt like a step backward. She couldn’t read him, couldn’t see past the simmering hope and hunger in his eyes, past the determination to do whatever it took to obtain the one thing he’d ever wanted.

She hated every man who had put the world beneath their feet and decided they had a right to own it. Decided people were nothing but pawns crafted to achieve that very goal.

Yet he did not look at her as a pawn tonight. He looked at her like a partner.

To go with him was the quickest and safest option, the one with the most fruitful benefits. If emotion was taken out, the decision was easy.

“I leave tomorrow,” Reid muttered, “at sunrise. I’ll be in the high sage’s office awaiting your presence, if that is what you so choose.”

He turned on his heel, kicking her knife back toward her as he swaggered to the end of the corridor.

“And if I don’t come?” Vaasa dared to ask, watching his shoulders go taut at her question.

He stopped, turned his head to the side to peer at her. “Then I will assume that is your answer and offer you a legal divorce whenever you ask for it.”

Vaasa let out a deep breath.

And the foreman of Mireh disappeared around the stacks, leaving her alone with nothing but her stunned breath and her confusion.
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CHAPTER 4


As the sun rose over the City of Scholars, Vaasa’s fingers shook as she reached for the high sage’s iron door knocker.

Pounding twice with metal against wood, Vaasa got one second before the door swung open to reveal a hulking figure who commanded every inch of her vision.

Reid and she locked eyes, and Vaasa could have sworn he shuddered in relief.

His mahogany hair was pulled back in a leather strap, and he wore the same signature purple and black sashes he’d worn at their wedding. The warm brown skin along his exposed chest richened with the morning light, which further brought out the burnt-gold tones of his hair. As he turned his broad shoulders back to the room, Vaasa had to catch herself from inspecting him closer, from swallowing every new detail instead of facing the others.

Vaasa had avoided this office for weeks now. Decorated exclusively in green and brown, the sun-drenched room held scrolls and tomes all neatly settled in their proper spots. The bookshelves against two of the four walls were each decorated with trinkets and baubles resembling the ancient artifacts this particular sodality was best known for. Looming along the back wall was a marble statue of Una, the Icrurian god of history, justice, and wisdom. He held an enormous shield in one hand and a book in the other, piercing eyes sharply sculpted of red clay. Eyes that seemed to stare directly into Vaasa’s soul and whisper liar, liar, liar.

Stepping a little to the left, Reid moved enough so Vaasa could finally see inside to the two others.

The high sage froze at the intrusion, and the foreman of Dihrah, wearing the same formal adornments as the day prior, looked up. Through his wire-frame spectacles, he looked up and down at Vaasa and smirked.

Hands clenched tightly, the ornery woman shot up—

“Cliona,” Reid said, addressing the high sage by her first name. “May I introduce my wife, Vaasalisa, heiress of Asterya and consort of Mireh.”

Shock tumbled briefly along Cliona’s face, her pale skin going ghost white, but her expression contorted to humiliation and rage by the next second. Without a doubt, the extent of Vaasa’s lie must have crossed the woman’s mind; she’d managed to enroll in the sodality and study for weeks without anyone realizing who she was. Without Cliona knowing another foreman’s consort lived beneath her roof. Standing erect and pinching her brows, she said, “Reid, I—” She stopped and narrowed her eyes at Vaasa.

A slew of options pulsed through Vaasa—to apologize, and seem weak; to hold confident, and appear sneaky; to be honest, and therefore vulnerable. Vaasa raised her chin, choosing sneaky and in control over anything else. Yet she didn’t have the opportunity to speak.

“I wanted my wife to know everything she needs to in order to lead confidently at my side,” Reid said as he placed his hand upon Vaasa’s back, their eyes meeting only briefly enough to indicate that she should follow his lead.

Unconvinced, or so it seemed, Cliona looked between Vaasa and Reid as if measuring their distance.

“I was told there would be no better place,” Vaasa said as he watched her every twitch. “But I felt I would not see reality if anyone knew who I was. I wanted to earn my knowledge, as the rest of you do. That is why I kept my identity a secret.”

Knowing what she knew about these people—their pride in their academics and deep-rooted belief in merit—Vaasa knew she’d struck home. Particularly when the high sage’s hands unclenched. Gray hair braided around her head in a coronet, the birdlike woman pushed back a falling tendril and pinched her lips.

Koen of Sigguth, the foreman of Dihrah, intercepted the woman’s attention, pulling it away from Vaasa and Reid, sealing their excuse. “It was under my suggestion and protection, Cliona, that Vaasalisa came here to see for herself the way all people are given the opportunity to learn,” the smooth talker said with an ever-so-innocent push of his glasses up his nose and a little tilt of his easy grin. “It is so different from her upbringing, you see, and I only wanted her to experience firsthand what our people feel under your tutelage—autonomy, trust, and possibility.”

Cliona raised her chin with pride. “Well, I assure you that is what she experienced here under my close supervision,” the high sage said. Then, turning sharply to Vaasa: “Isn’t that correct?”

Vaasa nodded, looking up at Reid as if she was attentive to him, and then back to the high sage and the sprawling desk behind her, the bookshelves and locked tomes. “Of course it is correct. I have truly enjoyed my time here. Thank you.”

This was the first time she’d ever met the woman, but what was one more lie?

Reid, with such gentleness she could almost believe it real, said, “I am glad to hear of it.” Looking up and away from her, he commanded the attention of the room once more in a way that scraped against Vaasa’s nerves. “I’m afraid I must ask Vaasalisa to return to Mireh now. I’ve had weeks without my wife, and it’s time she fulfills her role at my side.”

Vaasa wanted to laugh, or perhaps puke, but she smiled like she didn’t want anything else in the world. “I’ll need to retrieve my things.”

The foreman of Dihrah dipped at the waist to honor the high sage, and then started through the door. “I’ll be back soon. Thank you again.”

“An honor,” Reid told the woman, and Vaasa repeated the sentiment, clinging to Reid’s side as if she felt some sort of safety there. Regardless of the discussion they’d just had, Vaasa felt Cliona’s burning gaze as she stepped out of the room.

Reid didn’t say a thing to her as he bid the foreman of Dihrah goodbye, the two seeming friendlier than Vaasa expected of two competing politicians. Koen stepped forward and they gripped each other’s forearms, then embraced.

That was unusual.

She swore she heard Koen whisper, “Good luck.”

Turning to meet Vaasa’s gaze, the foreman of Dihrah stood tall and proud. “Consort.” He dipped his head before disappearing around the corner and leaving the two of them alone.

Koen could have easily outed them both just then—why hadn’t he?

Perhaps Reid could hear her thoughts, because he muttered, “My mother and his father were raised together. He is the closest thing I have to a brother.”

“Be wary of brothers,” she muttered before turning to plunge deep into the dormitories.

Acolytes stared wildly at her as the foreman followed each of her footsteps. Reid walked close behind her back, defensive or maybe in fear she would run again.

She wouldn’t.

Sliding into her room, she clicked the door behind her shut, leaving him to wait outside.

What was she doing?

Back against the wall, she took one calming breath and feared if she let herself get too out of control, she might unleash the consequences.

Two breaths.

Three breaths.

Rushing to her bed, she pulled out the only clean clothing she had suitable enough to arrive in Mireh and began to change.

The door next to her pushed open, and Reid, with his giant body and graceful prowl, slipped into the room.

Vaasa’s spine straightened, and she hissed as she covered herself with the robes.

Back against the door, Reid stared at her, and luckily, no one else had followed him inside.

“Was I not willing and engaged enough for you?” Vaasa asked, remembering his demand of her in the library last night and trying to pretend she hadn’t just been lost in a bit of panic. That she wasn’t half naked underneath this fabric.

That same infuriating amusement danced in his eyes—the ones she’d looked upon as he lay sprawled in that damn bed. “Good morning to you as well, wife.”

“I am not your wife.”

“In the eyes of my gods, you are.”

Vaasa gripped the robes to her chest tighter. “We never consummated our union.”

“What an outdated Asteryan concept.”

Vaasa paused. If their ceremonies were not dependent upon a consummation, what were they dependent on?

Reading her expression, his wolfish smile grew with his victory. Prowling forward and into her space, the two of them near her tiny mattress, he asked, “Is that what you need, Wild One? To be in my bed?”

“Enough.”

“Will you bring the knife?” he mused.

“It is the only way you’d get me there,” Vaasa snarled, stepping up to his chest as a reminder that she did not fear the space his body took. She figured he already knew exactly the threat he bargained with, but if he needed a reminder, she’d give him one.

Brows rising, Reid chuckled at her audacity. The ire that pulsed through Vaasa at the curve of his goddamn mouth could level mountains. “Hmmm,” he murmured, turning and ceding space, or maybe telling her that he had no foul intentions. Regardless, she could breathe correctly again.
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