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For Shasta—the wolf that started it all. Thank you for giving us your lifetime; I will miss you every day of mine.





[image: ]


CHAPTER 1


He’d come for her in the middle of the night.

Footsteps sounded down the hallway of the eerily quiet prison where Vaasa could not hear even the waves. It had been like that for weeks—a veil of midnight draping every inch of space in front of her, the biting cold eating at her skin and muscles and soul, nothing to hear or see or taste or want.

They had torn the wanting from her.

Screams pierced the silence, the final wails of sentinels as one after the other fell to the dirty ground. Vaasa pushed to her hands first, dragging her scraped knees beneath her as her bones ached from the cold. She couldn’t stand upright.

“Reid,” she choked out in a hoarse whisper. “Reid!”

Weeks. She had been trapped here for weeks, listening to pleas and moans of other prisoners that she hadn’t been certain were real; echoes behind iron and stone could have been people or just figments of her isolated imagination. All she had were empty, disconnected details; no semblance of a schedule, the randomization of each day preventing her body from knowing the time. She was sure this prison had been constructed to bring her to the brink: the piercing chill, the silence, the darkness.

The dark was not an unfamiliar sensation to Vaasa. A long time ago, she had made a home of it, had found a way to see shadow as a place to hide. But this dark was frigid. Empty. Infinite.

The door to Vaasa’s cell screeched open, and a figure stood in the gray-washed glow. Broad shoulders, long mahogany hair, orange and black eyes that finally met her own. This moment was both salvation and dying, heartbreak and healing, it was everything, everything.

“Reid,” she choked once more, her elbows wobbling and then giving out beneath her. Her chin smacked against the ground as her weight toppled forward.

“Here!” his deep voice boomed. “She’s here!”

Reid was alive.

He had come for her.

Tears washed down Vaasa’s face as he rushed forward to her. She lurched, using the last of her energy to throw her body against his, to let him take her in his arms and steal her away from this wretched place. His warmth enveloped her, his body feeling so much bigger than hers as his arms wound around her waist and lifted her to her feet. Her torn slippers caught traction beneath her, but it was he who held her up, who carried the weight of her broken body.

“I have you,” he whispered against her blood-smeared cheek. His nose pressed to the spot just behind her ear. “I’m never letting you go again.”

Hot tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’m in love with you,” she whispered back, her voice only capable of that much. “I should have told you every day.”

Reid’s arm hooked behind her back as he gently helped her to the door of her cell. “You can, Wild One. You will.”

They turned the corner, and—

And then Vaasa was falling through the floor.

She wrenched her eyes open and saw nothing but black. The mist—it covered her vision, cloaked her entire face. Spinning around her in a glittering black void, Veragi magic stuffed itself down her throat and up her nose, muffling her screams. Strings of it tangled within her body, wrapped around her organs and pulled. She tossed her body to the right with as much power as she could muster, but her wrists were bound to the table. Vaasa screamed and pulled as hard as she could—

“Dammit!” a familiar voice swore.

The straps on her left wrist snapped with a hiss as her body spun off the side of the table. A hard, cold surface collided with her cheek, something slick coating her skin as the bone splintered in pain. The sensation exploded behind her right eye where she’d landed. Her shoulder felt as if it had been jerked right from its socket. The magic before her eyes extinguished, and her vision readjusted. Her right wrist was still bound to the table, and she hung from it, the rest of her body on the grimy floor while her cheek lay against the sturdy wooden leg of the table they’d bound her to. Blood trickled down her limbs in small streams from the thin hairline cuts carved into her thighs and upper arms. Small inflictions of pain that when added together became excruciating, though never enough to kill.

She opened her eyes and saw him: Lord Vlacik, staring down at her with his lip curled in disgust.

Vaasa struck.

Magic shot from her hands toward his icy blond head, a tendril of darkness flying forward like a thrown blade.

“Shit,” he cursed as he leapt to the side. “Chain her!”

Metal touched the skin of her neck, and she hissed in pain. Her magic winked out. Hands held her in place and forced an iron collar around her neck, clinking it closed. She bared her teeth and launched herself forward at the lord, but the sharp metal collar dug into her neck, secured to the table by an iron chain. She cried out as her body ricocheted backward.

“Get her back on the table,” Vlacik commanded.

Bile crawled up her throat, and she began to heave, hoisting herself on her side. There was nothing left in her, yet it came over and over—slick black waste, just like what she’d vomited up in Dihrah before Reid found her. She’d been on the verge of death then, and as she expelled unused Veragi magic now, Vaasa was certain she was closer to dying than she’d ever been.

This metal collar… it extinguished every breath of magic within her, a smothering leash. Once they had it on her, there was no escape. She was chained to the table, powerless.

“I said get her back on the table,” Lord Vlacik’s voice snapped, “and secure the straps tighter this time.”

Instinctual fear knotted in Vaasa’s stomach as her vision spun from the floor to the wall to the ceiling. A blond-haired man in a royal blue Asteryan uniform stood beside the table that held her, and she was on her back again, too tired to fight. Too confused.

A door opened. Ozik’s voice floated through the air. “Enough.”

“Sir—”

“I said enough,” Ozik repeated.

Through the haze of her pain and adrenaline, Vaasa realized where she was. Or, more precisely, where she wasn’t.

She wasn’t in Mireh. Or Dihrah. She wasn’t in Icruria at all.

And Reid wasn’t here.

Tears welled in her eyes. He wasn’t coming to find her. His footsteps had never sounded down this hall. It was just a place Vaasa retreated to in her mind when she couldn’t handle the reality around her.

Vaasa released the tension in her neck and let her head fall to the side, pounding cheek finding a semblance of relief on the cold iron table. Around her was a dimly lit chamber in the bowels of the prison, filled with exactly five other people. Ozik and two sentinels whose names she didn’t know stood by the door, iron keys hanging off their hips. Lord Vlacik stood to the right next to a wrinkled clergyman who sat at a metal countertop, hunched over a notebook as he scribbled observations. On that countertop were sharp objects: Thumbscrews, pronged forks, iron hoops with protruding spikes all sat waiting for the lord’s terrible touch. They gleamed in the candlelight.

Vaasa’s body recoiled at the memory of each of those tools against her flesh.

They did this almost daily. It had taken only once for Vaasa to realize that Lord Vlacik was working with the Asteryan clergy to uncover the secrets of Veragi magic—seeking answers Vaasa herself didn’t know. Where did this magic come from? What caused it to manifest in a person?

And Lord Vlacik’s personal mission: How could it be weaponized?

Vaasa was a mouse, the sacrificial subject of their experiments.

“Unless you want what we know—” Lord Vlacik started, but Ozik cut him off.

“Careful with your words, my lord, or you will find yourself as dead as your father.”

The room went silent.

Vaasa and Ozik’s connection came and went like the tides since she had ceded her powers to him to save Reid; some moments Ozik was silent to her, others his oily, slick magic was all she could feel in her veins. Whatever linked them was shaky and unpredictable. Each day Lord Vlacik did this to her, she lasted longer and felt more of Ozik’s magic tangling with her own. There were moments she swore it fueled the manifestations of her magic that Vlacik pried out of her. Ozik never intervened until she was at the edge of her tolerance, tipping over the side of a cliff.

As if while the lord tried to uncover what caused the magic to manifest, Ozik was building her endurance.

The treacherous advisor stepped forward to loom above her. Since the election, the traces of black in Ozik’s veins had disappeared, leaving only pale, porcelain skin and a cunning smile with far-too-straight teeth. His white hair brushed his shoulders, trimmed neatly and in direct contrast to the tangles of greasy black hair upon her own head. Ozik appeared stronger. Healthier. Perhaps even younger. His appearance was far closer to how she remembered it in her youth. By linking her magic to his, he had regained something that had been lost since her mother’s death.

His menacing gold eyes caught upon her cheek. Perhaps a bruise had already started to form.

“She has lasted longer than any of the other witches,” the lord muttered to the clergyman, who nodded in agreement.

“Of course she has,” Ozik said. “She is her mother’s daughter.”

Vaasa closed her eyes again. It all weighed on her weary mind; that Ozik had loved her mother—and that they’d been having an affair when he’d served as their family’s closest advisor—yet he’d killed her. Vena Kozár had made some kind of twisted bargain with Ozik to murder Vaasa’s father, but instead of then handing Ozik the throne, she sent Vaasa into the safety of a betrothal abroad and helped Dominik become ruler of Asterya.

And Ozik had murdered her for it.

Every day Vaasa spent in this prison, she wondered what her mother had been through. What she had faced alone while Vaasa’s resentment of her only grew. It was not lost on Vaasa that her mother was a relative stranger to her; she knew little of the truth.

“Did you do this to her, too?” Vaasa croaked out. “To the woman you loved?”

Ozik stared at her, lips drawn. Just as Vaasa’s magic had at the Icrurian election, it wrenched from her insides in a terrible tug. Each time he returned her magic to her, it burrowed into her bones and muscles as if hiding itself from him. Yet without even a flick of his hands or a shuttering of his eyes, Ozik took the power from her again in an instant. Vaasa groaned in pain, throat hoarse from the screaming she had already done.

“We’re making progress,” Lord Vlacik insisted. “Let me continue.”

“No,” Ozik replied, staring into Vaasa’s eyes. “Your time is up.”

“Ozik—”

“I said your time is up,” Ozik snarled, composure slipping. “I agreed to six weeks. No more, no less.”

Six weeks. That was how long she had been in this prison, then. Vaasa filed away the detail, wondering why Ozik had let such a thing slip. Did he want her to know how much time had passed?

“We have spent more time trying to keep her contained than we have learning anything,” Lord Vlacik argued. “Between her attempts to escape and her striking—”

“I fail to see how any of this is my problem,” Ozik interrupted. “You were promised six weeks, and six weeks have passed.” Vaasa watched him as he walked to the door. He looked back over his shoulder once, eyes lingering on her for only a moment before landing on the two sentinels waiting dutifully for a command. “Take her back to her cell.”

Lord Vlacik stormed out the door after Ozik, and Vaasa was left with the two sentinels and quiet clergyman who continued to jot down notes without bothering to look at her again. The sentinels undid the collar around her neck. It didn’t make a difference; Ozik had once again taken away her access to magic, leaving her empty and powerless. Vaasa’s wrist came free, and she let her arms sag against the table. Soon, they hauled her up and out of the room, but each step she took was a strain, knees wobbling. She fought to keep upright but lost, tripping over her own dragging feet, and the sentinels barely caught her. She came face-to-face with the iron keys at their belts, studying them, locking away every detail she could.

Now wasn’t the time to hatch an escape, but that time would come.

They carried her into a dark, narrow stairwell and up two flights of stairs until they stopped in front of her cell’s wooden door. She stared at the small window of iron bars upon it as one of the sentinels used his set of dangling keys to open it.

“Witch,” he sneered at her. He threw her in, and Vaasa slammed into the dirty floor. When she looked up, both sentinels had disappeared into the unquiet tomb.

Within this cell, all she could feel was the biting cold, the musty air, and the strange sense that though she was by herself, she wasn’t alone.
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CHAPTER 2


Something rattled the iron lock of Vaasa’s cell. Faintly, she recognized the sound as a key turning. Her vision only registered the hands, cold and harsh and far sturdier than her own, coming toward her as they found her. A sentinel gripped her forearm and neck, slamming her already-injured cheek into the grimy floor so she was face down and unable to move. She thrashed, but his grip was too tight. Another sentinel took a fistful of her dirty hair and tugged, her scalp screaming as he forced her to look up. Her wrists were bound in front of her, and once again she felt an ache in her body where her magic used to be.

Footsteps echoed against the floor. Slow and menacing, someone appeared at the entrance to her cell, stepping through the doorway into her small confinement. Lord Vlacik wore a royal blue Asteryan uniform that winked with iron brooches—none of them earned in war, all inherited from his late father. With a well-kept blond beard and beady ice-blue eyes, he looked as frightening as he had every other time Vaasa had seen him. He was only about ten years her senior, but she remembered the way he’d circled her like a shark the moment she had come of age.

She wanted to lift her head and spit in his face, but she couldn’t muster the strength. As it was, it would take all she had to pull herself from the floor. Fear curled in her gut. The cuts along her upper arms and thighs stung.

“Cover her,” Lord Vlacik commanded, eyes raking over her torn woolen pants and shirt. Someone draped a cloak over her shoulders, the warmth of it almost useless with how cold she had become. “On your feet,” he said.

Strength wavering, Vaasa struggled to stand. Harsh hands dug into her upper arms as a sentinel dragged her upright, forcing her to balance on wobbly legs.

Lord Vlacik looked disgusted at her weakness, his upper lip curled and his nose scrunched at the undeniable smell of piss and blood that permeated the prison. He turned on his heel and started back down the hallway. The sentinels holding her ropes tugged, and she had no choice but to follow. They led her across the slick floor, out of the cell and down a cold, dark walkway lined on either side with wood-and-iron doors much like the ones that had held her captive. They plunged into the narrow stairwell and dragged her down a set of steep stairs, then through a set of double doors, bathing the hallway in bright white.

Light reflecting off snow could be beautiful, but it could also be blinding. She squinted, and her eyes watered. Bitter coldness assaulted her uncovered face as she stumbled onto one of the many iron platforms that wrapped around the prison of Mekës.

Wind lifted her knotted, greasy hair in tendrils, salt stinging her lips. Different from the salt she had known, the Icrurian scent she had come to love. The smell and taste of this salt was acrid, fishy, without a hint of warmth. Her eyes adjusted as they pushed her forward; sprawled on the horizon was Mekës’s shoreline, the trade port a full and bustling thing, separated from her by the frigid ocean, which churned angrily in the wind.

The prison was built upon an elevated island in the Iron Bay. Only reachable by boat, it was as inescapable as the cold itself. The east side of the prison held the cells, three enormous towers surrounded by steep cliffs, the tops of the stone structures covered in iron spires. The west side of the prison held the offices where the prison guards, the higher-ranking sentinels, and the warden gazed over the bleak scene from a tall watchtower that jutted into the sky like an angry index finger. Today, the prison appeared empty. Only Vlacik and his trusted sentinels were privy to her movements, she presumed.

Four of those sentinels led her over an arching bridge that connected the two sides of the prison. “The Last Crossing,” people called it. Jumping from this very bridge was a rite of passage for the fortress and city guards—to dive into the water and survive was one of the ways they proved themselves to their peers. Vaasa peered over the edge, a sentinel muttering a warning to her in Asteryan. She wondered if she could even escape the Iron Bay if she somehow survived the jump.

Likely not. She was already too starved, too cold. That swim would leave her as nothing more than fodder for the sharks.

But she could see all of Mekës from here—the granite and iron city covered the mountainside. The enormous trade port led into winding streets covered in snow. The city hugged the coastline of the Iron Bay all the way to the entrance to the Loursevain Gap, the untenable river route winding through the Iron Peaks. After ascending the throne, Dominik had gone to Mireh under the guise of building ships that could navigate that canyon, that would grant water access to the entirety of northern Asterya. As it stood, only pirates ever dared enter the canyon. Vaasa’s eye caught on a single iron statue depicting her late grandfather, who had conquered this very bay and relocated Asterya’s capital here.

The view from this bridge was both a beauty and a tragedy, because prisoners that crossed it were said to stand here and stare at the expanse of the city, knowing it was the last time they would ever see sunlight casting its colorful rays upon the smooth granite buildings of Mekës.

A sentinel pulled on her ropes again, and Vaasa stumbled after him. They plunged through a stone archway that led into the western courtyard, which was entirely empty of sentinels. The prison felt like a graveyard, ghosts dancing in the walkways, sounds echoing off the walls. Ozik must have removed any prying eyes; every hallway or turn they took came up just as empty as the last. They emerged on the opposite side of the administrative building, facing the ocean once more. Soon, Vaasa was on the pathway that led directly to the ocean.

Waiting at the bottom was an Asteryan ship.

Flurries of snow fell from the sky, cloaking the air in front of her and blurring her sight. Her legs burned as they walked. At the bottom of the pathway, she tried to halt, digging her heels into the ground to keep from going any further.

A sentinel’s hands slammed between her shoulder blades and sent her careening down the last few steps of the stone pathway, knees cracking against the stone. Her chin followed suit. Jaw thrumming with pain, she thought herself no different than a sheep being herded into a pen.

“Enough,” a voice snapped, the edges of it sharp, the tenor of it so frighteningly familiar.

Ozik. She looked up through her lashes to see him glowering at the sentinel who had struck her.

“She is to be your empress,” Ozik snarled, taking a step forward. Vaasa heard shuffling behind her and wondered if the sentinel had… retreated.

Ozik reached for her, but she ground out, “Fuck you.” Vaasa put her hands beneath her and pushed herself to a kneel. Ozik stood in front of her, wearing a snow-white cloak clasped with an iron brooch depicting Asterya’s sigil—a single mountain with a sword plunging through it. He wore the emblem with the same pride that Vaasa’s father had. His chin lifted, and an ease washed over his features. He reached for her, rings of every color decorating his fingers. Red rubies and green emeralds, even a dark black stone that didn’t shine like the others.

Vaasa recoiled. Panic sprung to life in her chest. Memories of the recent weeks’ torture flooded her mind, and the way Ozik was watching her, it was like he could see them, too. Rage lit within her; there was nothing else to cling to, and Vaasa nursed that heat because everywhere else was cold.

Ozik lifted his hands, palms forward. “I only want to help you to your feet.”

The oily slick strings between them tugged lightly as if to say, Cooperate.

Whatever magic linked them, he was stronger than her right now. His fingers curled around her arm, and he lifted her to her feet, bearing her weight for a moment until she found her balance. He immediately started to undo the ropes around her wrists. The moment they slid to the floor, Vaasa took two steps away from Ozik. Across the small distance she’d created, he assessed her with keen golden eyes. No doubt he took in her tattered prison attire, which had torn at her left collarbone and down her right arm. She must have been covered in dirt and blood, a wreck compared to his royal blue finery with stark iron buttons that gleamed, catching the sun.

Ozik turned to face Lord Vlacik, who narrowed his icy eyes at Vaasa as he marched down the pathway to meet them on the dock. A group of men followed him, their steps out of cadence. These guards were less refined than Vaasa remembered of the men who earned the rank of sentinel.

Vaasa shook her head so her hair would unstick from her cheeks and forced her expression into a soft, bored apathy. Every bone in her body weighed like a ton of bricks, but she squared her shoulders anyway.

The lord didn’t mutter a word, but the two sentinels who had helped Vlacik torture her day in and day out stepped back when they realized she was no longer tied up.

“You can go now,” Ozik told the lord, dipping his head in a small gesture of respect. “We’ll see you when the others arrive.”

The others?

Ozik gripped just above her elbow and started to guide her to the waiting ship. She wanted to frighten. To clamp her teeth down on his hand and rip through his skin. Fury burned in her chest at his audacity in touching her.

He had taken everything from her.

What did she have to lose?

Using the last reserves of her strength, Vaasa wrapped her fingers around a knife at Ozik’s belt and pulled. She slashed it across his cheek. He loosed a pained hiss and stumbled away from her. Before she could turn and strike again, the sentinels were on her, and she hit the dock with a guttural grunt. She screamed in fury as they wrenched her arms behind her and pried her fingers from the knife.

A curse ripped through the air as Ozik’s boot landed just next to her face. She struggled against the hold the sentinels had on her, but they held firm. “Up,” he told them, and suddenly she was hauled to her feet once more. She panted, her ribs screaming with each breath she took, yet she curled her lip back in a defiant snarl.

Ozik dipped to bring them eye to eye, anger rippling across his normally calm features. Gone was the gentleness she was certain had only been an illusion for the sentinels who did not know the truth of Vaasa’s confinement. Blood trickled down the deep scratch in his cheek. “You’re going to cooperate,” he said, his face within inches of hers and his voice quietly menacing. “Do you want to know why?”

Vaasa only stared as her exhales came out as steam, refusing to answer him.

“Because I have someone you’d rather see unharmed,” he whispered.

Her vision faltered as his words sank in. Who could he possibly mean? But Vaasa knew better than to give herself away. Even a single word, a single expression, he could use against her.

He tsked in disappointment at her lack of emotion. His hand whipped out, fingers grasping her chin, and yanked her head to the side. Her eyes settled on the pathway that led to the prison, on a figure being hauled down it to meet them. There were at least ten sentinels surrounding the prisoner. Iron chains clanged together as they grew closer and closer.

Vaasa tried to suppress her adrenaline. Her fingers twitched at her side as if yearning to use magic she didn’t have. She started to shake—with the cold, with the fear. The sentinels emptied out onto the flat stone walkway and revealed Ozik’s second hostage, shackled more tightly than Vaasa had ever been.

“Amalie,” Vaasa breathed.

Every ounce of hope drained from Vaasa as she watched a sentinel kick at the back of Amalie’s knees, sending her careening forward onto the ground.

Vaasa instinctively tugged at the hands that held her. She broke away and threw herself off the dock onto the stone pathway, tripping and falling to her knees before her friend. The sharp stone of the walkway stung even through the fabric she wore.

Amalie looked up. “Vaasa,” she whispered. Her face was gaunt, shadowed. Her eye was bruised. Icrurian fell from her lips: “Don’t give them anything they want. Let me die, let me—”

Someone grabbed ahold of Vaasa’s waist and dragged her backward. She screamed and thrashed, causing the sentinel to stumble, but not enough to be set free.

The sentinel behind Amalie placed a knife at the witch’s throat, one of the very men who had tortured Vaasa, his striking green eyes alight with violence.

“Stop!” Vaasa screamed.

Amalie, her closest friend, was supposed to be safe. Vaasa had killed for it. Had slaughtered her own brother to ensure it. How were they right back in this place?

“Ozik, let her go! Please,” Vaasa begged, throwing all her weight against the sentinel to turn and face Ozik. The man’s grip was so tight, but he faltered just a step, and it was enough.

Ozik must have known everything Dominik had done in Icruria, right down to whom he had used for leverage against Vaasa. Of course Ozik knew. Vengeance, thick and angry, flowed onto her tongue. Her words came sharp, the Asteryan consonants catching on the roof of her mouth as she pierced him with her indigo gaze. “You have just signed your death warrant, as Dominik did.”

Ozik looked down at her, a small smile at watching her struggle against a second sentinel who’d started to dig his toe into Vaasa’s calf.

“Behave, and in time, you will see her freed,” Ozik said.

Vaasa stopped struggling as the sentinels pulled her away. Her limbs went slack. She only stared at her closest friend—her first true friend—who was barely still within sight. Dirt was smeared over Amalie’s face, and her expression seemed lost. Broken.

Then it shifted.

All the warmth Vaasa knew disappeared.

Amalie raised her chin, locked eyes with Vaasa, and smiled. Through her tears, Vaasa saw something that made her tremble. Her friend wore a wicked, vengeful expression, completely unlike the woman Vaasa knew, and for a moment, Vaasa swore Amalie’s eyes flashed moonlight-white. Just like the snake, just like the wolf that Vaasa had summoned to kill her own brother. She recalled a faint memory of the moments just before Reid’s mother Melisina had found them both beneath that colosseum, before Vaasa had murdered her brother to save all their lives.

Hadn’t Amalie’s eyes flashed white then, too?

Ozik grabbed Vaasa’s face, fingers tight on her jaw, and forced her to turn and look at him again. His other hand wrapped sternly around her throat. Vaasa bucked like a wild animal, but Ozik remained unmoved. He tightened his grip until her air almost ceased.

Desperation struck Vaasa like lightning, but she did not move. She forced herself to calm, to not utter a word or strike Ozik again. She needed to survive this moment first.

“And now you know,” he warned in Icrurian, low and deadly, “that if you make one wrong move, Vaasalisa, I will forfeit that girl’s life quicker than I took your father’s. I will slaughter her the way you did your brother—without mercy. So you will cooperate. Have I made myself clear?”

He didn’t want anyone else to hear those words. The truth of who—and what—Ozik was would be his unraveling. Vaasa would kill him. And afterward, she would bury his body so deep in the ground that not even the dogs would find him.

She nodded.

“Good,” he said, releasing her throat as she fell to her knees, gasping for air. As he stood there like a malevolent god looking down on her, Vaasa’s rage melded with powerlessness. She might as well have been bowing to him. A simple grin played upon his lips.

Hands grabbed her arms again, dragging her away from Amalie, and though she fought hard, it was no use.

Cold, salt-ridden air filled her nostrils as Vaasa was hauled onto the waiting ship.
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CHAPTER 3


They loaded Vaasa onto the Asteryan vessel, nothing like the fortified transfer boats built for the sole purpose of towing prisoners to and from. This was decorative, elegant—meant for show. She sat in an enclosed glass cabin, windows wrapped around the entirety of their space and revealing the oncoming city. A boat like this was never meant for long journeys; it was one her father had commissioned, only ever used to sail around the Iron Bay. Waves rocked them as they crossed the water in silence. Vaasa pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders, silently grateful for the warmth. Ozik sat at a bolted-down wooden table, hands intertwined atop it. Vaasa watched him from where she stood, her back pressed against the single wooden wall.

They were entirely alone.

“Why am I alive?” she asked plainly, her voice barely loud enough to carry across the cabin. Away from Vlacik and the other prying ears, Vaasa wondered if she would finally get something real from Ozik. He was brilliant in front of a crowd, entirely convincing of whatever story he wanted to spin.

Ozik cocked his head, his brows threading together. “You are the last remaining Kozár, Vaasalisa. By law, you are to be our empress.”

Disbelief wove through her nerves. For six weeks, she had been in that cell, certain that if Ozik wanted her dead, he’d have killed her already. She never would’ve guessed this was the reason. “You murdered my father for his throne and his wife, and now you want to place me upon it?”

Ozik crossed his arms and leaned back, resting against the bench. “I killed your father because he was a vindictive fool who took fifteen years to realize his wife was in love with someone else. He could conquer a continent but he couldn’t smell the things right under his nose, and that is what happens when someone fails to mind the four walls of their home.”

Fifteen years. Ozik had been having an affair with Vaasa’s mother for fifteen years? “I thought you made a bargain with my mother to—”

“I said we made a trade. You must begin listening closely to words; they matter. I did not need to be convinced to kill your father. But your mother and I had a thousand bargains, Vaasalisa. And she broke one. I hope you do not make the same mistake.”

“Did you need her magic the way you need mine?” Vaasa asked bluntly.

Ozik seemed to ruminate on her words for a moment. He ran his tongue along his front teeth, looking smug but impressed. “Most of the nobles have denied invitations since your brother’s death was announced.”

“You aren’t going to answer my question?”

“You haven’t earned an answer yet.”

Vaasa grunted, her body aching as the ship tilted and she tried to remain upright.

“Court has not been held since Dominik left for Icruria,” Ozik continued, ignoring her inquiry about her mother.

What mattered was the direction the soldiers pointed their steel—and steel was only an extension of coin. So while the fortress itself had a robust system of guards and the city a coordinated force, the throne had no army without Asterya’s nobles. If Ozik didn’t have the support of the upper echelon, then he had nothing at all. Likely, they were all lying in wait, wondering if one of them could make a viable claim for the throne.

“That is because you are not a Kozár,” Vaasa finally said.

Ozik chuckled. “Obviously. But their empress has returned. All will go back to the way it’s meant to be.”

Vaasa crossed her arms. “A woman has never taken the throne in Asterya.”

“Neither has a witch. Yet you and I are the only people still standing.”

“Do they know what you are?” she dared ask.

“Only as much as they know what you are.”

Clearly, Lord Vlacik did, and members of the clergy. How much had her own father known? Whispers of magic had always spread about Icruria alongside its reputation for unflinching brutality, but since no one made it alive past Wrultho or Hazut, the only source of information Asteryans had was their own church. According to the Asteryan clergy, witches were agents of the devil. Vaasa’s own father had claimed to be a god-fearing man, had bowed his head in prayer and worked in tandem with the Asteryan clergy. Yet it was possible everything her father had conquered had been the result of bargains made with the man sitting at the table before her. Of the very magic he had claimed to despise.

“Is the archbishop in support of the experiments Lord Vlacik conducts?” Vaasa asked.

Ozik scoffed. “If the archbishop knew half of what happened in this city, he would burst into flames.”

Mekës was the center jewel of a bloody crown. While her father had made the city seem one of pure grandeur, Vaasa knew the maker of most livelihoods lay in the seedy underbelly of an empire—the city’s slums, brothels, and gambling houses were always full, even if the streets seemed clean. Vaasa shifted her weight, her legs still weary beneath her. “So if you reveal what we are, they will hunt us down for it. The clergy will make examples of us both.”

“The worst part about being an emperor is that everyone knows you are an emperor,” Ozik agreed.

Frowning, Vaasa realized what he intended to use her for. Her eyes flicked to the approaching city, all sparkling granite and sharp iron. “You’re going to make me a figurehead. That’s what you did to my father, wasn’t it?”

Ozik chuckled. “It’s truly a relief to be back in the presence of someone worth partnering with. Your brother had half your potential.”

Frustration curled in her stomach at the mention of her late brother. Thoughts of Dominik washed over her, and Vaasa tried to shake the image of his severed head in her hand. She looked back to Ozik. “The nobility will never agree. If you place me on the throne, you’re handing Asterya to the Icrurians. That’s the law.”

Ozik shook his head. “The archbishop has already signed and delivered the dissolution. You are no longer married to Reid of Icruria.”

Vaasa froze. She hadn’t been prepared for what the sound of Reid’s name would do to her. What it would be like to hear an entire nation attached to him now—no longer of Mireh, but of Icruria.

He had been elected headman.

“What?” she managed through her tight throat.

“He breached his side of the marriage agreement when he attacked Asterya.” Ozik spoke as if it were obvious.

A wicked pulse skipped in her chest. Reid had attacked the border. Ice threaded in Vaasa’s tone. “Who gave you such authority?” Any moment she let herself think of Reid, the wider the pit in her stomach grew. She felt it deep in her bones; there was no piece of paper that could nullify the choice she had made to be his wife, even if it had taken her longer than it should have to decide such a thing. Still, Ozik wouldn’t tell her this information unless he wanted her to know it.

They were at war. Ozik had used Reid’s aggression to his advantage. But it also meant Reid had crossed the border. Was he coming for her? Could he even survive a full-scale invasion of Asterya?

Confidence rode the upturn of Ozik’s lips. “The thing about authority is that it cannot be given. Only taken.”

“Yet you do not take it. You plan to hide behind me,” Vaasa countered.

“A future that is better than any of the options you previously had. Your father would have sold you off, your brother would have murdered you, and that Icrurian would have cast you aside the moment he got his hands on your throne.”

“You’re wrong,” Vaasa snapped, her harsh Asteryan consonants making her sound so much like her father. “It’s bold of you to quote the authority of an archbishop who worships a singular, fictitious god while you sit there with my magic running through your veins.”

Ozik’s smile only widened at her show of anger. “Believers give deities their power, not the other way around.”

With this legal dissolution, Ozik himself was free to marry her; politically, it made the most sense. If he wanted to assure his own rise to the Asteryan throne, he would silence any naysayers if he invoked a law that already existed. “If marrying you is your suggestion, I will die first.”

Ozik’s nose scrunched in disgust and he shook his head, his white hair brushing his shoulders. “I helped raise you, Vaasalisa. There are certain evils I would never think to commit. You will have a choice. The lords will come, and we will remind them that you are the only legitimate path to the throne, and you will pick. Which useless son can we most easily bring to heel?”

Her arms went rigid at her sides. Resentment washed over her at this box she had been relegated to. “You’re going to marry me off? Again?” Once more, then, she was to be nothing but a political pawn for the Kozár name.

Ozik shook his head in frustration, his jaw tightening. “You see the world as a chain of events that have happened to you. It’s time you start looking at those events as opportunities.”

She glared at him, her untamable anger rising to the surface even though she could hardly breathe. The audacity of him, to claim her subjugation as a gift.

“I won’t do this,” Vaasa said.

Ozik raised a brow. “Perhaps you would rather marry Lord Vlacik? He’s kindly submitted himself as an option.”

Vaasa involuntarily pressed herself into the wall behind her. Her voice dropped to a croak. “How dare you.”

“He’s the last living inheritor of his title,” Ozik said. “And given that his first wife died before they could have children, you two could be of great use to each other.”

Vaasa sealed her lips in an attempt to fight off the bile rising in her throat. She worried her legs might give out beneath her. In silence, they passed in front of the city, no doubt gathering the attention of anyone at the port, especially as their boat sailed into one of the largest public docks.

Ozik stood from the table with grace, his white cloak falling over his shoulders. “The archbishop is waiting.”

Vaasa tightened her jaw. “What do you mean?”

Ozik crossed the cabin to stand in front of her. “With your marriage to Reid and the subsequent trade of salt, the floodgate between nations was opened. Along that trade route, the secrets of western Icruria spread through both nations. You did far too good of a job convincing the Icrurians of your power, Vaasalisa. Now, everyone in this city believes you’re a witch. It is your job to convince them you aren’t. To convince them it was Reid who cursed you.”

Vaasa gaped at him. “I won’t—”

Wretched pain tore through her abdomen, and Vaasa gasped. Through the blur of her vision and the tearing deep in her body, she stumbled forward, but Ozik used his free hand to hold her steady. That singular, tangled cord in her body pulled her up as if she were a puppet on strings. Vaasa choked down a sob of pain.

“With our bargain, I do not need any other access point to magic. I own your power. With you as a source, my abilities can be called upon whenever I want.”

Vaasa grit her teeth until hurt threaded her jaw. That meant escape was impossible—she couldn’t outfight a witch who wielded her own power.

“Fuck. You.”

The burning ceased. Disdain coiled across his mouth. “If we’re to have a chance, you must be willing to work with me. In time, you will understand that everything I am doing has a purpose.”

Vaasa took a breath. Ozik needed more than just her magic. He wanted to rule Asterya without the title, and she had to admit there was a layer of brilliance to his strategy. He would make all the decisions, take little accountability, and become as rich as an emperor, possibly more so.

Now that he stood so near to her, she studied his middle-aged features. He still looked youthful and alive, thanks to her powers. His skin held far more color than it had that day in Icruria, as if he had been healed from something wicked.

She rolled her shoulders back, tilted her chin up, and met his eyes, narrowing her gaze.

Ozik didn’t seem intimidated. “It’s good to know your spirit wasn’t dimmed by a prison cell. Now, come.” He turned and walked toward the cabin’s exit, taking each step with grace, his white cloak billowing out behind him as he gestured to the doors.

Vaasa stared at him for a moment, the thread of magic between them still running strong. She followed, cloak wrapped tightly around her, thankful for the winter sun poking through the clouds. A sentinel took her hand and guided her off the ship, a look of awe on his features that Vaasa didn’t understand.

“Heiress.” He tipped his head in reverence. When the panels of her cloak parted and he saw the tattered clothes beneath, he sucked in a breath.

Vaasa covered herself again, though from the corner of her eye, Ozik smirked.

The dock led them right into one of the city squares, which sat upon the edge of the water. The winter sun beat down on the open area, the granite of the surrounding buildings shimmering in the rays of light. The Sanctum spanned one side, a large structure that held the chancery and treasury, along with other offices for influential members of the Asteryan court. The entire back half was under construction, iron scaffolding along the outer walls. On the opposite side of the square stood the cathedral, with a single spire so tall it seemed to tear right through the sky, coupled with a slightly smaller one that held a behemoth clock. The granite exterior of the cathedral was studded with statues of disciples—fishermen who acted as prophets for their Asteryan god, each one maintaining their own portion of the building.

In between those two grand structures, the ocean churning as a backdrop, was a stark iron pole.

Beneath it, a drain.

It was here, witnessed by the church and the state, that criminals were tied to a post and slaughtered. Some were kept there for days or weeks, freezing to death. The energy of the place hummed around them, the feeling of death palpable in the air. Vaasa had never considered herself superstitious, but it was as if she could feel them: each and every life that had been taken in this spot. She’d felt it since she was a little girl. As if the plaza itself held memory in the divots between its cobblestones where blood had run.

“Keep your eyes down,” Ozik instructed as they walked her into the crowded city square. The city guard surrounded her, lines on both sides fending off the hordes of people who yelled and tried to push past them. Their screams and accusations poured over her. The words settled on her skin but never sank their teeth in: whore, wasted, impure, cursed.

It was only the last one that gave her pause.

To all of them, she was inhuman. A public being, open entirely to their criticism. They didn’t care how loudly they spoke or whether they conversed about her and her family like she wasn’t there.

Vaasa stumbled with Ozik as guards pushed through the swarms of people to create a path. The bellowing screams died down as word of her gaunt appearance spread through the crowd. The insults transitioned to new words: dirty, injured, hurt.

These people had no idea she had been kept in their own prison.

Ozik wanted them to think the Icrurians had done this to her. That Reid had done this to her.

Her eyes caught on the iron pole again—and the members of the clergy who stood beside it.

Vaasa stumbled backward in an attempt to break from Ozik, but the guards flanking them crowded in closer, containing her. Standing among the clergy was the archbishop, who watched with his beady eyes as Ozik led Vaasa up onto the platform with the pole. He looked over her in assessment with cloudy gray eyes. A man in his early seventh decade, he had a wise air about him, further solidified by his silver hair and long, brushed beard.

He stepped forward, black robes flowing around him, a jewel-encrusted blade held in his right hand. Before she could scurry back, two other members of the clergy stepped into Vaasa’s space. They tore the cloak from her shoulders, revealing her tattered clothing and dirt-caked skin. Vaasa shivered immediately, her body no longer listening to her mind. The crowd began to roar, and the archbishop placed a hand over his mouth.

Ozik gripped her wrist and yanked her arm forward. “Prove to this city that she is no witch,” Ozik said. “Her curse has been cleansed.”

Vaasa fought the urge to bare her clattering teeth. This was a useless test, entirely misguided. Her eyes landed upon the clergyman who had scribbled notes at Lord Vlacik’s behest just the day prior. He knew this would prove nothing. Witches bled the same color as anyone.

But the archbishop dug the knife into her palm and slashed.

Vaasa grit her teeth to contain a pained cry. Red blood ran over her palm and through her fingers, dripping to the stone platform below. A cut that deep would take weeks to heal.

“There is no curse here!” the archbishop bellowed into the crowd. “After what she has endured, we should welcome our heiress home with open arms. It takes great strength to look the devil in the eyes and refuse him.”

Home?

This was not home.

Roaring applause and screams filled the square, but Vaasa didn’t hear them at all. Bells rang out from the cathedral, the sound echoing in her weary mind. In the haze of the onlookers and the flurry of the guard around her, Vaasa’s gaze wandered across the square until it reached the Sanctum, her eye catching the topmost room, which belonged to the emperor and his family. She remembered being nineteen and watching from that room as they executed a notorious pirate. As the executioner sharpened his blade, every pair of eyes clung to the promise of carnage. That evening, when the nobles and her father celebrated their retribution, Vaasa had slipped into one of the servant’s halls with Roman Katayev, the sentinel she had loved for perhaps her entire youth.

I wonder if justice is ever that simple, Roman had whispered in Vaasa’s ear. She’d wrung her hands, trying to forget the taste of her father’s violence and disappointment. It wasn’t reserved for only criminals; she had been no stranger to his cruel discipline, nor to Dominik’s, but Roman’s question had fueled the part of her that had been exposed to enough stories and learned to begin questioning the cruelty of the men around her.

Now, as she stared upon that building, shivering in the cold, she retreated to that tiny sliver of light and warmth, escaped into the teenage memory of Roman out of habit. After all, taking refuge in that boy had once been an unbreakable pattern. She’d tried so many times to quit, but every time he had pulled her back in, until her father’s simple justice had ended in Roman’s death.

“Walk,” Ozik hissed in Vaasa’s ear, pulling her back into the present. She stumbled down the platform, the city guard forming a wall around her as the crowd pushed and trampled to get closer. Ozik’s narrative was an easy one to believe, and Vaasa heard it whispered in the crowd: He had rescued her from Icruria, from the man who had murdered Dominik Kozár. What a brutal, terrible marriage he had saved her from.

Now she was nothing but a damaged, broken victim, harmless in their eyes. Not a witch. Ozik knew something profound about human nature—in order to be considered a threat, power was a prerequisite. To convince these people she wasn’t a danger, he had to strip her of it.

So here she was, their poor, beloved heiress, bruised and bleeding in the snow. Her clothing torn, dirt smeared across every visible inch of her. Never mind that the freshness of her bruises didn’t line up with the time it would take to journey from Icruria to Mekës. That he could have bathed her at any point along such a journey, could have let her keep her cloak to cover it all up. No, these people didn’t care.

They wanted to be fed fiction.

Behind her, the archbishop and his clergy were led into an open-top carriage pulled by two chestnut horses. Ozik remained at her side. He paraded her through the streets, forced her to walk from the public port all the way to the looming Iron Fortress. Every painful step she took, the crowd screamed in performative sympathy. Their voices closed in on her. Instead of listening to them, she went somewhere else in her mind: a new refuge, an escape from this city.

The witches’ tower in the Sodality of Setar, vines hanging from swaying pots and the smell of parchment permeating every inch of the room. In her mind’s eye, she gazed at each shining face of her coven. Suma’s salt-and-pepper hair, her graceful smile. Romana and Mariana, the twins that never were, mischievous glances shared between them. Amalie, alive and well, her softness a strength.

Melisina, her amber eyes and deep carved wisdom. The calmness of her voice as she guided Vaasa toward healing.

And then it was a white willow tree, the Icrurian breeze passing over the veranda outside Reid’s villa. Her villa. The home her own great-grandmother, Freya, the very founder of the Veragi coven, had once lived in. Vaasa sank into that vision, pretended she could feel the wind on her skin. The rancid smell of ocean salt turned Icrurian sweet.

It threaded with amber.

In her mind, she wasn’t alone. Arms wrapped around her waist from behind and pressed her into the low stone wall that lined the veranda, surface warm from the sun. Her midriff was bare, loose breeches tied at her belly button. Her inky hair lifted in the breeze.

Reid placed his chin on her shoulder.

As they neared the fortress, she was still there in another time, another place, another world.

And in that vision, she turned her head and laid her cheek against Reid’s, neither of them having anything pressing to do but stay right where they were.
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CHAPTER 4


Reid spun, thrusting his polearm between the plates of an enemy soldier’s armor. A hook at the end of the weapon caught in the man’s gut, tangling his intestines. Reid yanked the weapon back. A scream tore from his opponent’s throat before the man fell to his knees and then onto his face in the viscous mud that coated the edge of the Innisjour riverbank.

If people ran, they lived. If they stayed in their homes, they lived.

If they fought, they died.

The first village that Reid’s forces took left a crimson stain upon the Asteryan map. It had taken weeks to cross the continent this way, though his initial descent into northern Asterya had lasted only days. Civilians had been displaced, the northern provinces of Asterya studded with the bodies of Asteryan mercenaries—Reid would carry that choice until the day he died. The shared border between Asterya and Icruria was now blurred, having been stretched to the point of snapping.

A scream sounded to the right. One of his men’s fire lances ignited, sending flames directly into the face of an Innisjour soldier. Another man darted at Reid from the left. He turned, driving the blade into the man’s gut. Sweat dripped down Reid’s forehead. He’d been blinking it from his eyes and wiping mud from his face for weeks now. Asteryans functioned on organized assaults; Icrurians did not fight that way. It was madness the way Reid’s men broke through the Asteryan lines all around him, weaving and turning in formations that to someone with inferior training might appear random. To his left, men fell into the water to put out the flames from the fire lances, but fights raged from vessels upon the river, too.

The dam built in Innisjour by Vaasa’s father had choked the water supply to eastern Icruria. It had been the key to the late Emperor Kozár’s strategy; to cut Icruria off from the water was to cut the east off from its agriculture. The resulting drought and famine had left the region in shambles and given rise to the rebellion that had almost ruined Reid’s claim to headman. At the election, Ton of Wrultho had conspired with Reid’s own advisor to stage a coup. Both of those men were now at the bottom of the Settara, the salt lake Reid had called home his entire life.

The fissure between Icrurian territories was still wide. Which meant that if Reid wanted to gather an army large enough to conquer Asterya’s capital, he needed more than their central forces. And their navy. He needed militias—and there were no better militias than the ones trained in Wrultho and Hazut.

He needed to make amends with those cities, which meant Innisjour’s dam would need to fall.

And fall it would.

There was a singular thrill that coursed in Reid’s veins as he moved, sinking his weapon into the side of another man. Adrenaline beating, heart thudding against his own breastplate, mud and blood spraying upon his face; violence was easy, dancing in tandem with his anger and fear. It took energy to be gentle. Most of the time, Reid thought it worth the effort.

Not now.

Not with his wife halfway across the continent, locked in his greatest enemy’s capital.

The thought of Vaasa’s raven hair, her indigo eyes alight with fear, blood smeared across her cheeks and hands, fueled each thrust of his weapon. Two more men fell. A third. Reid could practically hear his father’s voice in his ear as he fought, guiding him, warning him, providing him the sixth sense that told him to spin and lift his polearm, the axe blade settled beneath the protruding, deadly hook at the end of the spear slicing through the arm of a soldier with a raised sword.

With each enemy vanquished, he wondered if it was enough. If anything would ever be enough to sate his rage.

Body after body approached, and each one fell. Reid left a trail of them as Innisjour shook with his force’s descent. And then whispers threaded the air, turning to a billowing white flag as the young lord of Innisjour instructed his men to retreat.

Weary and battle-worn, Reid approached Lord Rezek of Innisjour outside the grounds of his estate. The young man could only be at the start of his third decade, his inexperience only serving to make him seem younger. Fear washed over the lord’s soft features—his clean, bloodless, untouched face.

Lord Rezek wore clothing Reid recognized as classically Asteryan, similar to the ones Vaasa had arrived at Mireh in, the long pants and threaded cloaks like her brother and Ozik had donned when they visited. Pristine, expensive, entirely kempt. This lord had not fought today. He’d hidden in his estate upon the river, protecting his wealth instead of the lives of his people.

Reid gestured his forces forward as the sky turned shades of red and orange, the day transitioning into night. The young lord protested in frantic Asteryan as Reid’s men pulled at his arms and kicked him to his knees before the iron gate that protected his gray stone manor. Now kneeling, the man stained the front of his pants dark with urine.

Reid towered over Rezek, unmoved by his whines. “Take what you need—give every servant quarter,” he instructed his men, who marched through the iron gates.

“I have a message for you,” Lord Rezek said in shaky Asteryan, Koen translating quietly beside Reid. “You cannot kill me.”

Reid was too tired to play games. His arms felt heavy, his weapon even more so. “Speak, or your head will roll.”

Koen translated again, and the lord’s eyes went wide. “I have papers,” he rushed. “In my coat pocket. A delivery from Mekës itself. I was instructed to give these to you. I was told it would save my life.”

Reid froze as Koen translated the words.

The lord had waited until his city crumbled, until the riverbank had turned red from all the spilled blood, before playing his final card. Reid waited wordlessly as one of his men pulled the documents from the lord’s pocket, handing them to Koen.

Koen scanned them, worrying his lip as he did so. Koen was Reid’s dearest friend, the closest thing he had to a brother, and would now serve as a councilor during Reid’s tenure as headman. Koen’s face was entirely readable at this point in their camaraderie, and it was a mixture of anguish and worry that lived in the pull of his mouth. “What is it?” Reid demanded, barely mustering the energy to speak.

“They are papers of dissolution,” Koen said in Icrurian, meeting Reid’s eyes. “Ozik has annulled your marriage to Vaasalisa. He claims you have broken your original agreement by marching upon Asterya.”

Reid stayed utterly silent. His fingers twitched around his weapon, which sat starkly in his closed fist. This didn’t matter the way Ozik wanted it to matter. Ozik had no claim over Icrurian law, and they had been married in Icruria. He was still Vaasa’s husband, and she still his wife.

“These papers mean nothing,” Reid said.

“They are signed by their archbishop. This eliminates any lawful claim you have to the Asteryan throne,” Koen argued.

Reid grit his teeth. Fury tore through him like a knife. Flicking his eyes to the young lord, he wondered why Ozik would send this in an attempt to save the man’s life—it would only serve to anger Reid.

And that’s when he realized that Ozik wanted this man dead.

“I never said I would take this empire lawfully.” Reid stepped forward until his boot almost hit the knee of the young lord. “What do you know of my wife?” he demanded.

Some men might have argued, or stayed silent, or displayed a modicum of courage with their words. The young Lord Rezek was not one of those men. Koen translated every desperate word the man blubbered. “She is alive, walking the fortress of Mekës as we speak. All of the unmarried lords and heirs have been summoned to the castle—she is said to be in pursuit of a husband.”

Reid crumpled the papers in his hands. Turning to the general who helped lead their descent upon Innisjour, he commanded, “Demolish the dam.”

The general nodded, her stern eyes holding his for only a moment before she turned to bellow commands at the soldiers waiting for her instructions.

“And the lord?” Koen asked quietly.

Reid once again tightened his fist around his polearm. The young lord had surrendered, yet Reid couldn’t think past the red tinge of his vision or the roaring in his ears. Reid’s father had raised him in the light of many values, not the least of which was that a leader was ultimately responsible for the instructions they gave to their forces.

“The rest of his men will live,” Reid told Koen.

And then Reid turned, driving the wicked blade of his polearm through the lord’s gut before the young man even realized he was going to die.
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CHAPTER 5


Guards crawled all around the inner ward of the Iron Fortress, their eyes fixed on Vaasa and Ozik as the two higher-ranked sentinels outside their carriage pulled her gingerly to unsteady feet.

Suddenly, they were gentle with her.

The other fortress guards watched, and Vaasa got the feeling this was the new story. It was unlikely anyone knew where she’d been these past six weeks. This entire fortress believed precisely what Ozik had spun in the city square—she had been rescued from the clutches of Icruria. Saved by Asteryan forces. Cleansed of the curse Reid of Mireh had placed upon her.

Most of the fortress staff kept straight-faced, but a few whispered to each other, and others just dropped their jaws in awe. Ozik extended her an arm. Amalie’s face flashed behind Vaasa’s eyes, and fear made a home in her gut. She took Ozik’s extended arm and hated herself for it.

The Iron Fortress jutted from the mountainside like claws reaching into the frostbitten air. Ten black spires grew to unprecedented heights, with dangerous iron-coated points that had graced the tops since her grandfather built the monument. It was he who had mined the deep mountains others called unworkable, he who had forged iron into steel and conquered the snow-bound bay. The Iron Fortress was a testament to her grandfather’s strength, something her father had inherited—something Vaasa and Dominik were meant to inherit, too.

Stained glass windows reflected light in a rainbow of color, snow blanketing the patios and exterior walkways. All the towers were connected by stone pathways arching over a garden or courtyard. Yet within the sturdy mountain rock were carved tunnels, effectively creating a system of travel around the fortress for servants and secrets.

Her eyes caught upon the far side; a greenhouse loomed, seemingly built into the mountain itself, and behind it, the valley between peaks created a natural game park where they hunted their food.

They plunged into an empty hallway with no windows and no open air. Vaasa put one foot in front of the other. Eventually the pathway wound to the western side of the fortress, and they passed one of the hidden entrances into the servants’ hallways, which were a maze of dingy, connected pass-throughs that gave the servants access to most parts of the fortress at any given time. Various tucked-away doors marked their entrances and exits. Some were entirely secret, built behind bookcases or tapestries. She’d snuck through those corridors more and more as she’d gotten older, avoiding Dominik, avoiding her father, or sneaking around to meet Roman.

Each inch of space here was a memory, her body recognizing every step she took. She couldn’t breathe. Not as the air of the fortress closed around her. There was so much death, so much grief and darkness splattered along these wicked halls.

She forced herself to pull deep, calming breaths the way the coven had taught her, a desperate attempt to dismiss the onslaught of memories so vivid they could have been carved into the walls as relics.

“Is there a lead sentinel?” she asked, her voice shaking. A vice-captain, one of the highest ranks for a soldier in this fortress, and the person who would command her own personal guard. There was normally one assigned per member of the royal family, and they reported only to the captain of the guard. When Dominik took the throne, he likely instituted his own men instead of their father’s.

Ozik confirmed with a sharp nod. “There is.”

“And where is he?”

“Out,” one of the guards said. She glanced at his brooches; a lower-ranking sentinel, but not cannon fodder.

Vaasa sighed, but didn’t pry further. She didn’t have the energy, especially as they came upon familiar double doors: her parents’ old wing of the fortress. While this particular hallway led to a variety of necessities, like their private kitchen and game rooms, it was the door at the end that they dragged her toward.

The emperor and empress’s private quarters. The very rooms where she had found her mother’s body drained of color and life.

Panic flared in her chest; she couldn’t go in there. She skidded to a stop, backing up, and the sentinel who escorted them blocked her path. In moments, he had her hands behind her back, restrained. “No,” she bleated, trying to fight his grip. She struggled like a toddler, throwing her body to the floor, only to be caught harshly and pulled back up.

“It’ll be all right,” Ozik told her in such calm tones. “You’ll readjust.”

“Please,” she begged, her voice a choked whisper so low she wasn’t certain anyone could hear it. She looked to the sentinels and could tell by their drawn expressions that they would offer her no reprieve. They likely saw her reaction as nothing more than a consequence of her time in Icruria; there were so few sentinels at the prison compared to the fortress, so few people who knew the truth. Ozik needed it that way.

To them, she was broken.

“You will be the empress of Asterya,” Ozik told her as if he were soothing some wild animal. “This wing belongs to you.”

Ozik touched her arm gently, but she flinched.

“Please, don’t make me do this,” she whispered, and she wished they were alone. With anyone else around, every reaction he had would be measured, intentional, and planned. He and her father had taught her that very mechanism.

He tilted his head as if he were speaking to a child. “In time, you will have a better understanding of the strength that can be gained from remembering.”

Every inch of her body was a cavern: a place where love and hope and magic had until recently resided, but no longer. That space was filling with adrenaline, agony, terror. All familiar friends.

Ozik turned away from her and wandered back down the hall. He disappeared around the corner, not bothering to stay to make sure she entered the rooms—he knew perfectly well that she would. That she had no choice.

Because Amalie was dead if she refused.

As the sentinels opened the doors, movement caught her eye. At the end of the hall was the familiar frame of someone speaking to Ozik, but they disappeared before she could catch sight of them in full. Then she was thrown into her parents’ quarters, the door slamming loudly behind her.

Vaasa did not move from the foyer.

She stared down the hallway, her back pressed to the entrance door, and slid down to the marble floor. All the doors down the right hallway belonged to her mother, all the ones down the left to her father. No matter which direction she went, the outcome was the same.

Vaasa saw herself, young and afraid, hiding in her mother’s closet while Dominik ran around the fortress like a malevolent king. Her mother’s coolness flashed behind Vaasa’s eyes.

Come out from there, she’d said. You are too old for this childish game.

Dead.

Everyone who once lived in these rooms was dead.

Vaasa did not move. Fear was unwilling to release her from its clawed grasp, its talons curled around her heart.

You will die here, too.

Vaasa squeezed her eyes shut. It all crested over her then.

Mathjin’s voice as it cracked on “grandfather.”

Amalie’s screams.

Her brother’s head, severed from his body.

Reid’s lifeless weight in her lap.

Ozik’s snarling lip as he stole her magic.

The cold of the prison.

The cut of Lord Vlacik’s blade.

Vaasa tried to stand. She searched for courage or strength or rationality, but could find none of them. The only thing left in her was the faint trickle of magic that seemed to wind around her abdomen. Ozik was there on the other side. It was a simmering power just below the surface, like a thin layer of gauze over a wound curdled with infection.

Vaasa shook. She rocked back and forth. Every time she thought she was ready to stand, her body simply… wouldn’t.

At some point, she rested her cheek upon the cold stone floor.

At some point, her body gave out completely.

At some point, she slept.



Vaasa had no taste for sunlight or crisp air or the way snow glistened when it fell. She had once known these as a reprieve, a moment of peace cut through the violence of her surroundings. But she did not long for peace anymore. She craved blood and steel cutting through skin and a cry so piercing it would bring the snow on the mountains plummeting down.

She stared at Ozik across the dinner table.

For a week now, he had forced her to hold court at the Sanctum like a pathetic stand-in for her father. She had met with the other members of her father’s advisory council and judicial body. For hours, she listened to their placating compliments and slimy reaches for power, all of them wondering if they would keep their positions when she took a husband. If there was a path to the salt. Half of them looked to Ozik for answers, the other half to her. This was uncharted territory—Vaasa wasn’t the emperor, but she was the closest thing to it, and they likely assumed she would have her eventual husband’s ear. Yet Ozik was a man. For many of them, that mattered more.

“Eat,” Ozik commanded, forcing Vaasa back into the present. His golden eyes didn’t budge from her, like a hawk’s focused on prey. “Take advantage of the quiet meals before the rest of the nobility arrives.”

Stained glass windows covered the perimeter of the room and soaked the table in a treacherous orange and red, the sunset bleeding through the patterns that overlooked the angry, churning ocean. A small feast was sprawled across the oak table: a mild white fish drenched in a steaming broth made from golden leeks and bloodred beetroot, potatoes swimming alongside it, and a loaf of warm bread.

Vaasa picked up the fork. She speared a potato and brought it to her mouth, fighting against the urge to gag, but the taste of food made her want to vomit on the pretty plates and streaks of gold woven into the tablecloth. She did not deserve to eat so richly while her friend rotted in a dungeon.

“Have you reviewed the correspondence your brother left?” Ozik asked.

Vaasa kept her eyes on her food. She hadn’t set foot in her father’s office, and she wasn’t sure she intended to. She had no interest in this nation, no care for what became of it. Her only hope was that Reid would manage to get an army through the Loursevain Gap and obliterate any chance Asterya had of holding its territories.

And that she and Amalie would still be alive when he did.

A disbelieving tsk rolled off Ozik’s tongue. “If you aren’t going to cooperate, perhaps I should give Lord Vlacik what he wants and marry you to him now.”

She narrowed her eyes, lifting her goblet to her mouth and taking a long drink as she considered her options. The simple truth was that she would slaughter Lord Vlacik and mark herself a traitor before she spent a single moment in his wedding bed. The act might condemn both Amalie and herself to death, but if their roles were reversed, Vaasa would willingly go to a burning stake before Amalie spent one night beholden to the lust of a man like that.

“If the lord is your choice, then so be it,” she muttered obstinately, standing from the table.

Without warning, her abdomen lit on fire, and magic was wrenched from wherever it hid within her. She choked on her wine and tried to move her hands, but they were caught, weighed down on the table by some invisible force. Slickness ran over her skin, the feel of Ozik’s raw magic slippery and wet. Breath pushed from her lips in harsh bursts, memories of her time in the prison sliding back into place and stealing her calm.

Her hands began to shake, and the absence of her power hit her like losing air. Something in her body clawed for it, nails sinking into the sides of her stomach and digging deeper and deeper to find that magic. But as she delved into herself, what she found wasn’t the hissing of a snake or the waves of the Settara or the wolf with bright white eyes.

It was just that single, shimmering cord that tied her to Ozik.

Everywhere she searched in her own body, she found the remnant of him there—attached to her, woven into the threads of her muscles and wrapped around her bones. One long string, tangled in so many places it had become a spiderweb. The deeper she pushed, the more of them there were. He had taken over the spaces where her magic used to reside and had replaced them with these… things. She found that she could run her own fingers upon them, pluck the threads like an instrument and create the wails of high and low notes, music in her mind and body. And as she did, she felt the ties between them tighten.

There was something there on the other side.

She reached for it. Something glowed crimson behind her eyes.

And then pain splintered down her spine. She was being ripped in two.

Vaasa choked, and her hands slammed against the table.

“Enough!” Ozik yelled.

Vaasa’s eyes flew open as she gasped in a breath. “What was that?” she demanded through the haze of her pain.

Ozik’s anger crawled across their connection, his emotions so clear to her, so easily perceptible. A large three-pronged serving fork that rested against the platter of meat in front of her slid off the plate. Horror sliced into her. The fork turned itself over in midair, prongs pointing downward.

And then it dropped with terrifying speed and stabbed straight through Vaasa’s hand, exiting through her palm as muscles severed and bones cracked.

Vaasa screamed, and Ozik’s chair hissed against the ground as he stood.

Vaasa breathed heavily through her nose, trying to will the pain away without moving further.

“I raised you to be an active participant in the schemes around you,” Ozik said. “I know you are capable.” His measured footsteps echoed on the rug-covered floor until he was just in front of her. Hands landing on the table, he leaned into her space. His eyes inspected the stream of blood pouring down Vaasa’s fingers, catching his gaze upon the place where the utensil stuck out of her mangled hand. Tears welled in Vaasa’s eyes, and one escaped in a droplet that ran down her cheek.

A carnal smile crossed Ozik’s lips. “You are not strong enough to burrow that deep into our connection. Remember the consequence of breaking a bargain with a Zetyr witch.”

Death.

Vaasa winced, looking down at the table again, eyes focusing on the rings upon Ozik’s fingers. The jewels glared back brightly at her, and it was all she could do to keep her eyes open. In her mind, she began to count the gems on each one. Every number was a piece of her sanity, every breath a reminder she was alive. Ozik’s fingers flexed. Her eyes caught upon one ring in particular: a black stone ring with raw edges that made the stone look like it had been broken off a larger piece. There was a subtle churning in the vast darkness of it, and despite herself, Vaasa committed it to memory.

Ozik tsked again, and the fork slid further into her hand, causing Vaasa to cry out in pain as the metal prongs dug deeper into the table beneath her palm. Her breath came out as a hiss between her teeth. She didn’t say anything. She focused on her breathing instead, her eyes watering from the sharp tremors shooting up her hand. She swallowed back more tears, but Lord Vlacik’s sharp blue eyes appeared in her mind.

The feel of iron scraping over her throat. Of blinding pain in her hands and feet.

“Brace yourself,” Ozik said.

He tore the fork from her hand, and Vaasa let out a strangled scream.

Magic reared up in her stomach, immediately responding to the pain, to the pounding of her heart. Vaasa gasped as power flooded her body—her stomach, her veins, her chest. It tingled on her hands. The spider’s web in her body turned to writhing serpents, hisses echoing in her ear and mind.

Black mist leaked from Vaasa’s fingers, coasting over the table around her dinner napkin. It morphed in front of her, soft sibilations growing louder with each second, until snakes slithered across the table.

Ozik had given her magic back.

She tried to hold it within her, to temper the rage of the power with the calmness she needed to master. But she couldn’t. Her magic was a waterfall, returning angry and unstoppable. The pain in her stomach almost matched the fork that had been in her hand. Black snakes trailed along the table in scurrying waves. They rose and rose and rose—

“Strike me, and I will strike back,” Ozik warned.

Vaasa snapped her eyes to meet his. Her hands squeezed shut, blood running through her fingers.

The serpents on the table halted. They moved their heads back and forth in agitated esses, waiting, craving the violence brewing within Vaasa.

Ozik straightened. He reached for her hand, eyes catching on the blood that stained the white tablecloth. Vaasa recoiled.

“Sit still,” Ozik commanded. His fingers snapped around her hand. Power pulsed forth from him, and the cords between them pulled taught.

You are in control, she whispered in her own mind.

Her fingers dug into the tablecloth, and she took note of the feel of the fabric against her skin. It was a poor excuse for grounding, but it was the best she could do. The feeling of his magic crawling through her body was almost too much to bear, but Vaasa forced herself to breathe through it. To remember everything Melisina had taught her.

Like he was a Zuheia witch all on his own, the wound on her hand sewed itself back together.

Vaasa gasped, heart thudding against her chest. She stared at the result of his unrestrained magic—a smooth, scarless hand absent of even the remnant of the cut the archbishop had dealt. It all made a mess of her mind.

“How?” Vaasa managed through the burning in her gut.

He only lifted his golden eyes, though there was a tinge of something there, a redness creeping into his irises. An exhaustion overtaking his frown. “You have two days before the lords arrive. Read your brother’s correspondence, and perhaps I will show you.”

He pulled at her magic like it was a noose around her neck. The black mist within her rushed down whatever bound her to Ozik, entering those cords and draining away as if on a whim. She was empty.

Ozik stepped away from the table, sauntering wordlessly to the door. She almost got up to follow him. Almost gave in to her younger self, who reached for whatever information he could offer. Answers were a refuge Vaasa desperately wanted.

She stood from the table and began toward her family’s chambers, determination steeling her spine.
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