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To all the women who’ve been told to smile.

Let the world see what happens when you do.




  
REGARDING REFERENCES TO PLANTS AND POISONS

Some are true, some are not.

It’s safest not to guess which is which.

Don’t try this at home.




  
PROPHECY

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

– PROPHECY FROM 
THE SEER QUEEN OF AVEUM
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CHAPTER 1

Wren
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‘A good alchemist understands patience. A better alchemist masters it’

– Alchemy Unbound



‘YOUR BEAR SLAYER is dying.’

Lord Lucian Devereux’s words still echoed in Wren’s mind. The private study room in the archives had suddenly felt too small, as though the walls were closing in around her as the nobleman continued.

‘It’s a slow-releasing poison . . . How’s that for irony?’

Fear had spiked through her, but she refused to let it show to the bastard before her. ‘When did this happen?’ 

‘When Elderbrock rescued Queen Reyna. My spies within the People’s Vanguard tell me Silas the Kingsbane targeted your Warsword specifically. A toxin made just for him as he was fighting to save the winter queen . . .’

Heart pounding, Wren had lifted her chin in defiance. ‘Poisons are my specialty,’ she replied coolly. ‘I can analyse any toxin; I can make any antidote. I thought I’d proven as much to the masters of this academy.’

‘Perhaps, Your Highness,’ Darian’s father drawled. ‘But with what time? How do you hope to save him when you have the dark alchemy cure to produce for the midrealms? An army to raise? And a kingdom to defend?’

Wren’s eyes narrowed. ‘Say whatever you came here to say, Lord Lucian.’

‘Marry my son.’

‘What?’ Wren blurted, almost laughing. It had to be a joke, some sort of sick prank. Her? With Darian – the Lord of Larkwood Valley? A sour taste spread across her tongue.

‘Marry Darian and the poison’s ingredients and methods are yours,’ Lord Lucian continued, undeterred. ‘I have alchemists in my employ too, Elwren. They are quite certain of its composition, but you’ll never break it down in time yourself. The Warsword will die before you find an antidote.’

Wren scoffed. ‘You’re lying.’

‘If you want to take that risk, it’s the Bear Slayer’s life you gamble. But if you want proof, ask your former mentor. Farissa Tremaine can vouch for my findings.’

Wren’s blood ran cold. ‘Farissa . . .?’

Lord Lucian dipped his head in confirmation. ‘Marry my son, and when you do, I will provide you with what you need to save Torj Elderbrock. A marriage to an influential man is a small price to pay for that, surely? Not to mention all the resources that the Devereux name will afford you. You have an hour to decide.’

Wren’s throat constricted. ‘I . . .’

‘Your affair with the Bear Slayer is over, Elwren,’ he told her. ‘Make my son look the fool, and Torj Elderbrock’s life will be forfeit.’

[image: ]

Now the sight of the Warsword on his knees was almost enough to bring Wren to hers. She still wore the gold dress she’d been forced into for the public announcement of her engagement to Darian, and it was stealing the breath from her lungs, as was the warrior before her.

‘Then tell me how to serve you, my queen.’ Torj said the words with reverence. On his lips, the title didn’t make her want to shrink away – it made her want to rise from the ashes. It made her want to fight. With Lord Lucian’s threats still ringing in her ears, she was all the more determined.

‘You stand at my side,’ she told him, her fingers closing over Torj’s, a tether of gold and lightning linking them. ‘And we destroy them all. Together.’

The Bear Slayer dipped his head, his silver hair gleaming in the last rays of the sun. ‘This is yours now.’ He pressed the dagger he was holding into her hands.

It was familiar, and it was not. Wren recognized Naarvian steel, but it was lighter, daintier than the weapon she often borrowed from him. And there was an inscription down the blade: Iron & Embers. 

‘I had it altered,’ he explained. ‘It’s the right weight and balance for you now. A queen needs a blade as much as any warrior.’

A lump formed in Wren’s throat. She knew they had only minutes to spare as she traced the hilt, noting the silvertide roses that had been engraved there. ‘It’s . . .’

Torj looked pained. ‘Too much?’ 

‘Perfect,’ she finished, her eyes burning. ‘Thank you. I love it.’

He nodded, satisfied. ‘Good.’

Wren wished she could savour the moment. She wished there was more time. But she was taking a risk simply by being here, after the deal she’d made with Lord Lucian. She had agreed to his terms, a fact that still made her insides churn. But Torj had been poisoned by the enemy. Even as they spoke, a toxin coursed through his blood, threatening to take him from her, piece by piece.

To Wren, it stood to reason that if she had mastered one cure, she could master another. She had discovered the might of the silvertide rose, amplified by her own storm magic, and she suspected that the plant could be the key not only to saving the midrealms, but to saving Torj as well. She just needed time.

The difference between poison and cure is simply a matter of dose, she told herself. 

Wren sheathed the blade in her belt of potions and tugged on his hands. ‘I’m going to save you,’ she vowed.

‘If anyone can, it’s you.’ Torj reached for her, cupping her face, his fingers trailing down to her throat, tracing the scar there. 

Wren’s heart seized as she pulled back sharply, scanning the grounds in a panic. ‘Don’t—’

Torj flinched, his gaze dropping to her hand, where his touch lingered on the diamond adorning her fourth finger. Darian’s ring.

‘Are you going to tell me how this happened?’ the Warsword said quietly, his eyes fixed on the glimmering stone.

Wren pulled her hand away completely, hating herself. His pain was so raw she could feel it pulsing in her own breast.

‘There was no time,’ she told him. ‘And you were too close to it, too emotionally connected. I had to make calculated decisions, and I had to make them fast.’

The Bear Slayer made a noise of disbelief, his eyes dipping back down to the ring on her finger. ‘It wasn’t all that long ago you were pretending to be my wife . . .’

Despite the rising panic in her chest that they’d be seen – that the ruse would be over before it had truly begun – Wren turned to Torj, full of anguish. ‘Perhaps a day will come when I’m not pretending.’ 

Gods, she wanted to believe it, with every desperate fibre of her being, but first . . . they had to survive. Torj had to survive.

His silence told her he heard the doubt in her voice.

‘Kipp or Dessa will explain everything,’ she said. ‘But for now, I have to keep my distance. I must act the part. Your life depends on it—’

Torj shook his head. ‘That can’t be the only way, Embers.’


‘Trust me,’ she pleaded, turning back to the academy, her anxiety peaking in waves of nausea. ‘Please.’

Kipp was waiting for her at the foot of the academy stairs, practically bouncing on the balls of his feet. ‘Hurry up,’ he hissed. ‘For this to work, you need to enter with your betrothed.’

Wren suppressed a wince at the term, and she didn’t dare look back to see the expression on Torj’s face. She knew he had followed. She could feel his presence behind her, his gaze boring holes in her back. He deserved answers, but right now she could not be the one to give them to him, especially as they rounded a corner and saw who was waiting.

Lord Darian Devereux looked as stately as ever. The fine clothes, the regal posture, the well-practised smile on his lips . . . All a stark contrast to the rugged warrior at her heels.

‘Thanks for keeping her company for me,’ Darian said to Torj with a smirk, reaching for her hand.

‘Furies save us,’ Kipp muttered, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Wren tensed, on edge. Everything she’d precariously built was poised to come crashing down around her. Darian’s touch, his kiss on the back of her hand, felt wrong. And all she could think of was the Warsword now beside her, who was practically vibrating with rage, magic rolling off him in waves – her magic. 

‘Torj, please,’ she implored at a whisper, but Darian pulled her towards the door to the hall—

‘You gave my father your word that you were done with the brute,’ Darian said, loud enough for anyone to hear. ‘Now smile, my love.’ He gave a dazzling grin of his own. ‘You’re about to gain access to everything you need to be a queen of the midrealms.’





CHAPTER 2

Wren
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‘What an alchemist measures in their flask determines what follows in the crucible, and, like the scales of fate, can tip on a single grain of intention’

– Arcane Alchemy: Unveiling the Mysteries of Matter



THE DOORS SWUNG open, and they were greeted with a near-deafening cheer. Wren hardly recognized the hall, which, not so long ago, had still been in repair. Now the space was extravagant, everything dripping with luxury and opulence. Bouquets of flowers were pressed into Wren’s hands. Well-wishers invaded her space, kissing her on both cheeks, declaring, ‘You’re a perfect match!’

It spoke of Lucian’s power and resources that he’d managed to bring an event like this together so quickly. There was no doubt in Wren’s mind that the cogs of the nobleman’s plans had been whirring for quite some time, and now could not be stopped. 

Wren and Darian were swallowed by the crowd, and when she looked back she couldn’t see the silver-haired Bear Slayer in their midst any longer. That was for the best. She should never have asked this of him. 

‘Congratulations,’ someone cried, embracing Wren and showering her with more kisses. She didn’t know who any of them were, or where they had come from, but it was a carefully staged production orchestrated by Lord Lucian – an effective means of spreading the news of the pending Devereux and Embervale union to the people who mattered most, at least in his eyes. She hated that she was here instead of her workroom. She needed to study Torj’s blood. She needed to consult the Master Alchemists about his poisoning. She needed to harvest more silvertide rose. Instead she was here, caught up in Lucian’s charade while the toxin sunk its claws deeper into her soul-bonded. 

‘Thank you,’ Darian called out beside her, pinching her arm to snatch back her attention. ‘We couldn’t be happier. Isn’t it wonderful to have a burst of joy amid all the warmongering? It’s just what the midrealms need – hope.’

‘Indeed, Lord Devereux, indeed.’

The voices all sounded the same to Wren, all with that silken quality she’d come to recognize as masking hidden agendas. 

Servants rushed forwards to unburden her of the flowers and offer food and drink. Numb, she shook her head and waved them on, mumbling her thanks. It felt jarring to be here amid the sparkling wine and silver trays of tiny delicacies, while beyond Drevenor’s walls, conflict festered.

Darian led her through the throng of people, and she caught glimpses of familiar faces on the outskirts: Thea, Wilder, Dessa, Audra, Farissa . . . Cal and Kipp were with a group of soldiers, Kipp gesturing enthusiastically with his empty glass. But Wren had known him long enough to see that it wasn’t his usual carefree demeanour – that beneath the grin and mirthful gaze, he was calculating.

Kipp met her eyes and offered a subtle dip of his head, a reminder to Wren that she had her own role to play. After Lord Lucian had visited the archives and delivered his threat – or proposal, as he called it – she had strategized with Kipp for as long as she could. She would do whatever she had to do to save the Bear Slayer’s life, and to stop what was now the most valuable kingdom in the midrealms from falling into the wrong hands. It was their plan that unfolded around them now, and Wren had to make it convincing. 

She steeled herself as she looped her arm through Darian’s and walked about the lavish hall, making idle small talk with nobles from all around the kingdoms. She smiled when expected, blushed at compliments, and deferred to her ‘betrothed’ for all serious matters, as any good woman would do. She hadn’t grown up in a noble house of lords and ladies, but the Thezmarr of her youth had always been a place where women were meant barely to be seen, let alone heard. When she’d become the Poisoner and found herself among the trappings of wealth, things had been much the same, only with prettier decorations.

As she moved through the flock of people, Wren felt a pair of eyes burning a hole through her: those belonging to Lord Lucian Devereux. Her chest seized. Had he seen her go to Torj in the gardens? It certainly wasn’t beneath the bastard to have her followed, but she’d thought that single risk was necessary, to tell Torj she loved him, to assure him—

Beside her, Darian tapped a silver fork to his glass, calling for silence.

The room fell quiet at once.

‘My future bride and I thank you for your congratulations and support for our union,’ he said smoothly. ‘We are thrilled that in a time of conflict, we have managed to find love.’

Despite wanting to recoil from his words, and from his touch as his arm slid around her waist, Wren leaned in, her body soft and pliant, her eyes wide with adoration, ever the besotted fiancée. She had been many women in her time. Alchemist. Poisoner. Lover. And now, the future wife of Darian Devereux. She hoped this lie was the last mask she wore before she shed all pretences and became her true self. The one who would battle tyrants and rule a kingdom with her soul-bonded Warsword at her side.


Make my son look the fool, and Torj Elderbrock’s life will be forfeit. Lord Lucian’s words were never far from her mind, but they came back to her now, loud and clear, as he scrutinized her from across the room. It was Torj she thought of as she rested a hand on Darian’s chest, ensuring her engagement ring sparkled in the candlelight for all to see.

He beamed down at her as he spoke. ‘But even amid the celebrations, we cannot forget – we are indeed in a time of impending war.’ His voice rang out across the room, full of command. ‘And now that the houses of Devereux and Embervale are to be joined, we must ensure that my wife-to-be doesn’t lose her beloved kingdom. So, we thank you for your compliments and assure you that your names will be the first on the invitation list for what is bound to be a spectacular wedding, but we must retire with our trusted council for the evening.’

There was an array of final toasts and salutes, but soon the hall was emptying, leaving only the essential players behind – the players Lucian had chosen for his agenda, and those Wren and Kipp had ensured would be with them every step of the way.

Darian motioned for her to sit at the head of a large oak table on the far side of the hall, pulling her chair out for her. Kipp, who she’d named her royal adviser, took the seat to her left. Audra, the High Chancellor and all the alchemy masters took their places, while Thea, Wilder and Cal stood on the outskirts, and Lord Lucian took the seat opposite her.

In addition, Wren gaped at the presence of King Leiko, Queen Reyna and Regent Liora, their guards now lining the walls . . . Lord Lucian must have set this plan in motion long before he cornered her in the archives if he’d managed to call the rulers of the mid-realms back into council so soon.

She saw a blur of silver from the corner of her eye, but she didn’t dare seek the Bear Slayer’s gaze. Not here. Not with Darian seated to her right, his hand covering hers for all to see on the table’s surface. Not with Lucian watching her like a hawk.


All at once she seemed to be staring down at yet another war assembly. Wren finished her study of the group and found there was one notable absence. 

‘Where’s Zavier?’ she asked. 

Lord Lucian cleared his throat. ‘If I may . . . Given that the prince’s actions sought to protect an enemy of the midrealms from our justice, might I suggest that he be forced to abdicate his throne?’

Shock rippled down the table in the form of whispers and gasps.

‘Abdicate?’ Wren frowned. ‘He has only just been crowned. Naarva has only just been reunited with its ruler.’

‘And that ruler put the realm at risk,’ Lord Lucian countered.

Wren turned to the High Chancellor and Audra, the latter meeting her gaze.

‘The Prince of Naarva has been confined to his rooms and is under guard,’ the Guild Master said.

‘Given the threat of war in the midrealms, I think we can table the discussion of the prince for now,’ Lord Lucian offered smoothly. ‘We must address the matter of the usurper. He targets Delmira for its fertile lands, yes?’

‘Not just its lands,’ Wren said slowly. ‘But the silvertide roses upon it. They are the key ingredient to the cure for his dark alchemy – a means to defeat Silas. But . . . recently, I was fortunate enough to obtain a vial of shadow magic from Warsword Hawthorne. I experimented with that vial and the silvertide, which led me to discover that the roses are double-edged. Broken down and properly distilled, they cure, but utilized whole, they feed dark magic, potentially amplifying his existing power beyond measure.’

‘The difference between poison and cure is simply a matter of dose,’ Master Norlander murmured from where he stood on the outskirts of the room.

Wren nodded. ‘Exactly. Whoever rules Delmira controls the silvertide roses, which are the key to defeating the usurper. The roses have the power to banish his corrupted alchemy from the midrealms . . . or invite it in. If Silas gets a foothold in my kingdom, he will have the ability to strip the rulers and Warswords of their magic, and he won’t stop there. He will take the kingdoms one by one.’

‘And how exactly is he going to do that?’ Lucian asked sharply.

To Wren’s surprise, the masters of Drevenor looked to her. Then again, she supposed, between her opus and her time on the battlefield, she had the most experience with the foe they now faced.

She cleared her throat. ‘Silas was – is – a keen alchemist himself. He has been using a dark form of the art since he made himself known to us, but furthermore, he has sought shadow war relics and has been extracting the same magic that was used against us then – gathering the bones of monsters and drawing out any lingering power. Warsword Hawthorne proved that when he brought back a vessel of shadow magic from one of Silas’s laboratories.’ Wren suppressed a shudder. 

‘Where is he finding such things?’ Queen Reyna said quietly.

‘Old battlefields, former wraith lairs,’ Wilder chimed in. ‘I’m guessing that’s where he held you captive, Your Majesty. He had such items when the Bear Slayer and I rescued you.’

The moniker was like a blade to Wren’s heart, but she still refused to seek him out. She had to keep her mask in place. It was only when she met the gaze of the High Chancellor across the table that a bolt of realization shot through her.

She addressed him directly. ‘Do we have such artefacts here? Artefacts from the war? You have chroniclers writing up the history . . .’ Wren recalled the biased questioning of Magnus Crane easily enough.

‘We do,’ the High Chancellor said slowly. ‘Purely for scholarly purposes, of course.’

‘Of course,’ Wren replied evenly. ‘But Drevenor has them in its possession?’

He nodded. ‘Some.’


‘Some? What does that mean?’ Audra asked sharply.

‘Well, a portion of that wing was destroyed in the initial attack during the novice graduation ceremony.’

Wren’s stomach bottomed out, and across the table Audra and Farissa’s expressions mirrored her own. 

Thea let out a low whistle. ‘So, you’re saying that during that battle, Silas stole historical artefacts containing old shadow magic and is now using them against us?’

Silence hung across the table like a heavy fog.

Audra pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose. ‘High Chancellor, you’ll need to direct my warriors to the remaining artefacts. We’ll need to set up additional guards at once. Or better still, remove them from the academy entirely.’

The academy’s leader dipped his head again, pale-faced.

‘So, what does this mean for our enemy’s power?’ Lord Lucian pressed on.

Wren fought the urge to let her head fall into her hands. Instead, she answered calmly. ‘When applied, shadow magic distorts any natural alchemy at play. For those who fought in the last war, it’s how we suspect the howlers were made.’

‘Howlers?’ Darian prompted, turning to her. ‘Are those monsters?’

‘By the time the shadow magic is done with them, yes,’ Wren told him, ignoring how her fingers were growing clammy beneath his. ‘They were men once, cursed by shadow, whose voices were replaced by blood-curdling howls. They were lost to cravings of violence and destruction.’

Lord Lucian’s eyes narrowed. ‘Have there been any sightings of such things?’

Audra spoke up. ‘Not according to our scouts. But I will send word to Talemir Starling. It’s my understanding that the shadow-touched folk still have a crop of sun orchids, which we used against them last time . . . The thing about this usurper is that, beyond the fact that he’s digging up old wraith bones and extracting shadow magic, we don’t know how he was able to match the strength of a Warsword.’

‘In the battle at the novice graduation, he drank a potion, didn’t he?’ Thea interjected, her brow furrowed. 

‘He did,’ Wren confirmed. ‘But I suspect that’s only one part of this . . . He has to get the strength from somewhere first.’

Thea dipped her head in acknowledgement. ‘Do we have information as to his movements?’

‘According to my spies, he was poised to march on Delmira a matter of days ago,’ Lucian replied. ‘My sources say he will aim for the capital, Dorinth, and establish a stronghold there in the ruins of the old castle, for it’s the only place Princess Elwren can be legally crowned queen.’

‘A challenge, no doubt,’ Darian declared. ‘A dare to the rightful heir to come and claim her throne.’

‘One you expect all the kingdoms of the midrealms to answer to, no doubt,’ King Leiko said, a clear note of bitterness in his tone.

‘I have no expectations,’ Wren told him coldly. ‘Though the midrealms should understand the threat . . . If the usurper holds Delmira in his grasp, he has the might of the silvertide roses to further his dark agenda, and they are out of our own hands to create any countermeasures. That means the rest of the kingdoms and their freedoms will be next.’

King Leiko’s narrowed gaze fell on Wren and the gold dress she still wore. ‘And how does the heir of Delmira plan to respond?’

Before she could answer, Darian swept in. ‘We shall visit the noble houses of the Devereux bannermen, gathering allies to Princess Elwren’s cause, calling in old oaths. We shall build an army in her name with every resource of the Devereux name at her disposal.’ Darian brought her hand to his mouth, his lips brushing her knuckles. ‘The world is at your feet when you are by my side, my love.’

Wren’s breath hitched as she caught Torj’s stare across the hall. His sea-blue eyes were full of fire, watching them from the shadows as Darian referred to her as his. 

I belong to you, she called down their soul bond. 

But there was only silence.

‘Well?’ King Leiko demanded abruptly, staring at her expectantly. ‘Is what Lord Darian is saying true? Are these your intentions?’

If someone had told Wren at the end of the shadow war that this was where she would end up, she would have scoffed in disbelief. She wasn’t made to be a queen. She loathed the games of the rulers and nobility, but here she was, playing the biggest game of her life, with the highest stakes on the table. And so Wren refused to falter, refused to let a tremor into her voice. She didn’t look away, didn’t shrink back from the challenge. Instead, she stood and braced her palms against the table. 

‘We cannot let Silas take Delmira. It houses the most potent silvertide roses in all the kingdoms, which could be our cure, or our poison. The usurper already has shadow magic in his possession, and, in the hands of an alchemist and a tyrant, the consequences would be catastrophic. As such, my education as an alchemist at Drevenor is at an end. My duty is now to Delmira, to the midrealms . . . and I intend to take back what is mine.’





CHAPTER 3

Torj
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‘Denial is about as useful a cure as opium – deadly comfort that only hastens the inevitable’

– Wisewoman Vara



TORJ WAS GOING to kill Darian Devereux. He was going to squeeze the life out of him with his bare fucking hands. Devereux’s father too. The whole damn family was poison and the midrealms would be a better place in their absence. Rage was consuming him like a fire from within, burning and burning, the flames almost out of control – until Wren’s soft voice sounded in his mind, her words echoing through their bond.

I belong to you . . . 

But the ring on her finger said otherwise.

Perhaps a day will come when I’m not pretending. 

Before them all stood a queen announcing her intentions to the world, which both soothed and tore at his heart. The midrealms deserved a ruler like her: perfectly flawed, duty-bound and strong, smart and cunning. Only she could unite the kingdoms against Silas and protect the silvertide roses that might be their only salvation against his spreading shadow magic.

Torj watched the council disperse, his shoulders bunching with tension. Whether it was because of Darian or not, Wren could never marry him. Not now.

As though the prick could sense his turmoil, Darian tucked a strand of hair behind Wren’s ear and laughed at something she said. 

‘Easy, brother,’ Wilder murmured beside Torj. 

It was rich, coming from Wilder. He knew if anyone so much as looked in Thea’s direction wrong, Wilder would punch through their chest and rip their heart out. Now, his fellow Warsword was poised in readiness, as though he expected he’d need to hold Torj back at any moment. Which was a fair assessment, especially as Wren and Darian made their way around the table, talking to the stragglers, including Darian’s father. Torj could see the ruthlessness in the older nobleman’s eyes as he surveyed Wren, no doubt weighing up how much she was worth in his schemes. 

‘You have been poisoned, my Bear Slayer.’ Wren had said she’d done this to save him, but Torj knew the Devereuxs, and he didn’t want either viper near her—

‘Torj?’ Dessa obstructed his view of the betrothed couple.

‘What is it?’ he said, trying to peer around her.

‘Wren asked me to run some tests,’ she replied. ‘We need working samples of your blood to show the masters. They might be able to help.’

That caught his attention. ‘What?’ 

‘Can you come with me?’

‘I need to speak with Wren.’ He was already pushing his way towards her. In that moment, he didn’t care what she’d agreed to with Lucian. He wasn’t going to let this happen. He’d burn the Devereux name to the ground before he did. 

‘Now’s not the time,’ Wilder cut in, giving him a shove towards the door. ‘Thea’s got her.’

Sure enough, Thea, the Shadow of Death, was standing shoulder to shoulder with the future Queen of Delmira. Neither sister so much as glanced in his direction, and to Torj’s frustration, Dessa was pulling him away from them. He didn’t want to let Wren out of his sight. The last time he’d done that, she’d wound up engaged to the fucking Lord of Larkwood Valley. 

Trust me, she had begged. 

At last, Torj gave in. It would do no good to make a scene – well, more of one than he’d already made. He didn’t speak as Dessa took him to one of the workshops on the level below, with Wilder following quietly on their heels.

Night had well and truly fallen outside, but there was no end in sight to this awful day. Torj felt wrung out. As though he had experienced every emotion on the spectrum in a short space of time and was now in some sort of daze. So much so that he paid no attention to his surroundings, until Dessa pricked his finger with a sharp pin.

Snatching his hand back, he shot her a glare. ‘What was that for?’

Dessa didn’t seem fazed by his tone. Instead, she grabbed his hand again, squeezing the tip of his finger until a bead of blood formed. ‘I told you, we need to determine what poison was used so we can counter it. We need samples to work with—’

‘I feel fine,’ Torj ground out. 

‘Well, you will,’ Dessa told him, pressing his finger into a shallow dish, smearing his blood on the fine glass and repeating the motion in another. ‘For a while, anyway. From what I know and from what Wren told me, it’s something slow-releasing, something you won’t feel until it’s too late.’

Just like Silas’s strategy, Torj thought. Infiltrating slowly, corrupting from within, until the shadow magic has spread too far to stop. He exchanged a grim look with Wilder. ‘Great.’

‘Look on the bright side: you’re in the best possible place to be poisoned,’ his fellow Warsword offered unhelpfully. 

‘He’s right,’ Dessa added. ‘Wren believes the roses might be the key to your cure too. I just need to get a few samples for us to study. Then you can be on your way out of Drevenor—’


‘What are you talking about?’ he interrupted.

Wilder replied this time. ‘Our orders from Audra are to investigate the villages outside of the city. To gather information on the numbers of the People’s Vanguard, to determine what sort of foothold they have with the common people.’

‘You mean I won’t get to see Wren tonight?’ Torj blinked, not even feeling the pin prick his finger this time.

‘’Fraid not,’ Wilder said with a note of apology.

Torj was ready to throw the workbench through a window. ‘She said she would explain, or that Kipp would.’

‘And she will,’ Dessa reassured him. ‘Just—’

Torj shook his head, turning for the door. ‘I can’t just leave without talking to her. I can’t—’

‘You have to,’ Wilder told him. ‘You being near her like this puts the whole plan in jeopardy. Lives hang in the balance. But you’ll get her back, brother, I swear it.’

Torj stared at his brother-in-arms for a moment, the only other man who knew what it was like to love and lose an Embervale sister. ‘You swear it?’

Wilder bowed his head. ‘Yes.’

‘Then get me the fuck out of here before I rip the smirk right off that highborn prick’s face.’
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As they rode away from the academy in silence, Torj’s thoughts were of Wren, as they always were. He wondered what she was doing at that very moment – if she was with Darian, or if she’d managed to extricate herself from him by now. Was she standing at her workbench in her room, pondering over her crucible? He would have liked to think she was in the conservatory, digging up supplies for her potions . . . or in the gardens, where she looked the most free. The reality was that she was likely being dragged into another meeting with the vipers. He knew Thea would guard her with her life, that there was no one better for the task than the midrealms’ most revered Warsword, and yet . . . He was soul bonded to Wren. She was his to protect, and he wasn’t there.

‘Has there been news of Vernich?’ he asked Wilder, inquiring after their senior Warsword, who’d gone missing not long ago. Anything to stop his mind churning over thoughts of Wren and who she was with.

His friend sighed. ‘None. He’s still missing. There have been no reports, no sightings pertaining to his whereabouts. Audra is pushing hard for his safe return.’

‘I’ll bet,’ Torj muttered. ‘If Silas can take down one of the three original Warswords from the shadow war, that might be enough to turn the people against us entirely. And without unified kingdoms standing behind Wren, Delmira won’t stand a chance. The silvertide roses will be in his hands, turning our potential cure into his ultimate weapon.’

The hour was growing late, and their venture was only just starting, which only made Torj want to turn his horse around even more. What if Wren was wrong? What if he hadn’t been poisoned, and it was all just a ruse designed to force her into an alliance with the Devereuxs? He certainly wouldn’t put it past the bastards. They were more than capable.

It felt like an age had passed, but as they finally approached the first village on the outskirts of Highguard city, something shining on a stone wall caught Torj’s eye. 

‘Hawthorne,’ he said, signalling to halt. ‘You see that?’

Wilder followed his gaze, frowning. ‘What is that? Blood?’

Torj urged his stallion closer to the wall, the moonlight illuminating something wet. Removing his riding glove, he dragged his fingers through the moisture. It didn’t have the coppery tang he associated with blood.

‘Paint,’ he declared, guiding Tucker back so he could survey the wall from afar. 

Is this a better world? the vandalism read. 


‘That’s not the People’s Vanguard motto . . .’ Wilder said slowly.

As Torj turned to Wilder, he heard a shout from within the village. He moved on instinct, charging on horseback towards the commotion, Wilder close behind him.

A crash echoed from the village square, followed by angry shouts. The details unfolded in fragments as they rounded the corner: a ring of villagers, the torchlight illuminating faces twisted with rage. Two men were grappling in the centre, one with a bloody nose, the other nursing a swollen wrist. Behind them, an overturned cart spilled apples across the packed earth.

‘This is your fault!’ one man spat, lunging forwards. ‘My brother’s dead because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut!’

‘And my brother has lost his mind because of you!’ the second screamed back.

‘Stand down!’ Torj’s voice cut through the chaos, carrying the full weight of his authority. Most of the villagers startled at the sight of him – his warrior garb and the war hammer strapped across his back. But the two men remained locked together, deaf to everything but their own fury.

Torj saw no trace of enemy alchemy. This was just a poor village on the outskirts of the city, and yet . . . there was the same animosity here, the same anger. The shadow of Silas’s influence was spreading like a disease through the midrealms, village by village, just as Wren had warned. If he discovered the silvertide roses, his corruption and strength would be amplified a thousandfold. And if he sought to destroy them . . . there would be no stopping him.

Wilder was already moving. He jumped down from his horse and slipped between the fighters with the same efficient grace as always, his hands finding pressure points that made fingers spring open, weapons clattering to the ground.

Torj stepped in from the other side, creating a physical barrier between the men as they struggled in Wilder’s vice-like grip. ‘Enough,’ he snapped. 


The sudden stillness that fell over the crowd told him they’d stumbled into something far more significant than a simple village dispute.

‘What is going on here?’ Torj demanded.

Both men blanched, but the one with the broken nose had the gall to meet his gaze. 

‘You have no business here, Warsword,’ he said. ‘Look around. You’re too late.’ 

Torj surveyed the group. Their faces were gaunt, their clothes tattered and there was a hungry gleam in many of the eyes staring back at him.

‘Am I to understand that you are not affiliated with the traitor group known as the People’s Vanguard?’ he asked.

Someone made a show of spitting on the ground. 

‘Tell us what happened,’ Wilder prompted.

A woman broke through the crowd, pushing to the front to address them. ‘A commander did come through here, weeks ago. He told us of their so-called better world, and all that Silas the Kingsbane was offering folk like us. Our mayor said we’d think about it, and he left . . . but not long after, a lot of our people started acting strange. Angry and violent . . . That’s what these two here are having words about.’

Torj exchanged a glance with Wilder. ‘This commander . . . Did he give you anything? Potions? Weapons?’

The woman shook her head. ‘We offered our hospitality. He shared a meal and then went on his way.’

‘Who shared the meal with him?’ Torj asked.

The woman looked around, brows knitting together. ‘They’re all gone now . . . or dead.’

A cold dread settled in Torj’s gut. This wasn’t just about claiming a throne – Silas was systematically corrupting the common folk, building an army from within. And with each village that fell, he grew closer to Delmira and the power of the silvertide roses – however he would choose to use them. But if there was one thing Torj knew about tyrants, it was that they never stopped at one kingdom. The Kingsbane would not stop until the entire midrealms was under his heel. 

The race against time had already begun.





CHAPTER 4

Wren
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‘The slow boil heats a crucible just as surely as the rapid one. Both waters reach the same deadly temperature; one simply allows an alchemist to mistake gradual inevitability for safety’

– Toxic Tales: Chronicles of Lethal Elixirs



WREN AND THE Devereux company left the academy by carriage in the night, well after Wilder and Torj had departed under Audra’s orders. It was for the best. It had taken over a decade, but Wren now understood that she couldn’t help herself when it came to the Bear Slayer – and so, with Lord Lucian watching her like a hawk, removing herself from the situation was the only option. One slip-up and she’d condemn Torj to death. One mistake and there would be no army at her back to defend Delmira. Wren would maintain the ruse for as long as she could, to buy them all time.

She glanced at the travel case by her feet. Dessa had equipped her with ample supplies of Torj’s blood, the cure she’d used on Queen Reyna and a generous store of silvertide roses wrapped in silkspore. Her notebook was open in her lap, a mess of scribbled calculations and variables, along with a list of agricultural experts to write to.

As the carriage rattled over the uneven road, she could feel Lucian’s disdain from where he sat opposite her, wrinkling his nose at the ink smudges on her fingers. She would have to keep her experiments hidden from her noble company, but no one was going to keep her from her work, not even a fucking Devereux. 
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Their carriages drew to an abrupt halt the following nightfall at the first bannerman’s manor. It was an imposing building, with several groundskeepers still at work in the sprawling gardens and a dozen servants lined up at the sweeping staircase to receive them. Wren knew little about their hosts, only that they had been loyal to House Devereux for over a century and had contributed men on several occasions where local confrontations called for it.

‘Welcome to the Briar estate,’ Darian told her, exiting the carriage and offering her his hand.

‘Briar?’ she echoed with a frown, accepting his help. The prickling of her nape told her people were watching, so she quickly schooled her face into a more neutral expression. She didn’t have the energy to bat her lashes at her supposed fiancé, though.

Darian didn’t seem to notice. ‘They’re a noble house from Harenth, though they have estates all over the midrealms.’

Harenth. A bitter taste spread across Wren’s tongue as she recalled the ring bearing the Briar family sigil in her box of keepsakes back at Drevenor, souvenirs from a job well done.

Wren once again took in the sight of the stately manor. Climbing roses sprawled across intricate latticework while frescoes and mosaic tiles adorned the outer walls, leading to beautiful arches embellished with filigree detailing. ‘And they’re your bannermen?’ she asked. ‘Who is the head of the house? I need to be able to formally greet our gracious hosts, don’t I?’


‘Hamond Briar and his wife, Agnes,’ Darian told her. ‘He took over the estates and the relationship with the Devereux name after his brother passed away a few years ago.’

Briar. One of the many names on her ledger. One of the many she had struck from its pages.

‘I look forwards to meeting them,’ Wren replied, allowing Darian to usher her towards the entrance. 

‘Agnes loves to host,’ he said. ‘And loves to plan a wedding even more. I expect she’ll want to give her input before the night is over.’

Wren was shown to lavish guest quarters to freshen up before a formal engagement dinner to be hosted in their honour. Thankfully, the nobility could be counted on for their numerous rooms and their preference to separate unmarried men and women. Thea went in first and did the usual security sweep, the action causing Wren’s heart to ache, her hand drifting to the dagger at her belt as memories of Torj surged forth.

‘You’re invading my privacy,’ she hissed. ‘You have no right to go through my things, to—’

‘No right?’ He rounded on her, halting his sweep of the bathing room. ‘I have every damn right. I vowed to protect you, and that’s exactly what I’m doing . . .’

‘Ridiculous doesn’t even cover it! You’re rifling through my things! You’re attacking random men in the corridor—’

Torj crossed the room in seconds. ‘He wasn’t a man.’

Wren glared up at him. ‘No? You’re suddenly an expert?’

Torj laughed darkly. ‘If you need a comparison between a boy and a man, I can definitely help with that . . .’

‘Looks like your future husband thinks of everything,’ Thea said stiffly, snatching Wren from her train of thought.

She blinked, the word husband echoing in her mind. ‘What?’

Thea pointed to a garment bag hanging on the wardrobe door. Shimmering blue fabric spilled out from where it had been opened.

‘Furies save me,’ Wren cursed quietly. ‘No wonder the common folk are angry. Once more we’re on the brink of war, and all the nobility can think to do is throw a fucking party?’

Thea sighed. ‘It was always this way.’

‘Then you’d think we would have learned something by now,’ Wren quipped, reaching for the buckle of her potion belt. While she got dressed, Thea went to the elaborate drinks cart by the window overlooking the grounds below and poured them both a glass of something clear. 

She tapped her drink against Wren’s. ‘Perhaps you’ll be the one to break the cycle.’

Wren said nothing. Instead, she tipped the liquor back, nearly choking at the searing burn down her throat. ‘Gods,’ she spluttered, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth as her eyes watered. ‘That’s like something out of the poisons dungeon.’

Thea winced. ‘And I thought fire extract was bad . . .’

Wren had come to appreciate the harsh taste of the amber liquid in the years after the war – a far cry from her first experience, when she’d spat a mouthful all over Ida – but the stuff from the drinks cart was lethal. Still, she couldn’t help thinking of her friends, for a moment imagining them here with her and Thea like they had been for so many years before.

‘What would they think of me now?’ she asked quietly, as Thea laced up the back of her dress.

‘Who?’

‘Sam and Ida . . .’ Wren sucked in a breath as the corset tightened around her midsection. ‘Do you think they would have laughed at the idea of me being a queen of the midrealms?’

‘I think they would have been a damn sight more useful with these fucking laces,’ Thea gritted out as she nearly broke Wren’s ribs with her ministrations. 

‘I won’t argue that,’ Wren wheezed. 

‘But no, they wouldn’t have laughed,’ Thea replied. ‘They would have been proud. They would have found a place in your court and never left your side.’


Tears stung Wren’s eyes. ‘You really think that?’

‘I do.’ Thea squeezed her shoulder. ‘Now let’s get you to the—’

‘Wait,’ Wren interrupted, reaching for her belt. She popped a vial down her cleavage as she usually did, but then took her dagger as well. She felt Thea’s eyes on her as she treated the blade with a coating of poison before returning it to its sheath and securing it around her thigh beneath her skirts.

Torj’s warm words came back to her, soothing her like a balm over a wound. 

‘Have you ever heard of the warrior’s second? It’s the intake of breath before the slice of a blade, or the swing of a hammer . . . The warrior’s second is where we make our actions count, make them worthy of legend . . .’

‘Ready?’ Thea prompted from the door.

Wren glanced longingly at the travel case that contained her alchemy tools and her work on the cure, desperate to plant herself at a desk and start. Instead, she scooped up a bundle of envelopes from her belongings and pushed them into Thea’s hands. ‘Can you make sure these are sent? The addresses are all there.’

‘Who are they for?’ her sister asked, brow furrowed as she skimmed the names. ‘More Master Alchemists?’

Wren shook her head. ‘No, they’re letters to renowned rosarians.’

Thea gave her a blank look.

‘Rosarians,’ Wren repeated. ‘Experts on roses – people from all over the midrealms and beyond who have a reputation in caring for and cultivating them.’

‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Thea pocketed the squares of parchment. ‘Now, are you ready?’

Wren lifted her chin and nodded. ‘As I’ll ever be.’

Lord Darian Devereux was waiting for her just outside her chambers, offering his arm. ‘You look breathtaking, love.’

‘Thank you,’ Wren replied stiffly as he led her down the corridor.

‘And I look rather handsome, wouldn’t you say?’ he added, a gleam of amusement in his eyes.


‘Dashing,’ Wren added blandly. ‘How long until we can talk numbers with the new Lord Briar? I want to be back at Drevenor as soon as possible.’

‘There are formalities to respect here, Elwren. And from what I hear, there have been issues with the supply lines to various allied forces in the midrealms. My father and his bannermen will want to discuss solutions as well.’

‘Over sparkling wine and roasted game?’

‘Is there any other way?’ Darian quipped as they descended the stairs, Thea close behind.

Lord and Lady Briar had indeed hosted an extravagant affair in their honour. The tables were adorned with silk linens and embroidered runners, silverware with pearl handles and tiered displays of delicious delicacies. Musicians played in a corner of the large space, the light melodic notes drifting through air thick with perfume. Men and women circled the hall: courtiers, diplomats, nobles, all with spiced wines in hand, jewels glimmering on their fingers, faces polished and powdered. Wren had never thought she’d miss Thezmarr again, but here she was, yearning for the mud of the Bloodwoods and the constant shouting of the shieldbearer training drills from the yard.

She became increasingly aware of how exposed the scar on her throat was, of the fine weave of the fabric swishing about her legs, of the striking man at her side – who was right in every way but the way that mattered. She could hear the hushed whispers.

‘What a handsome pair.’

‘Perhaps there’s hope for the midrealms yet.’

‘Imagine their children—’

Bile rose in Wren’s throat at that last comment. When they entered the formal banquet hall to applause, she accepted a flute of pale gold wine and tipped it back to wash out the taste.

Darian’s arm snaked around her waist, drawing her close enough that she could feel the warmth of him through his finely tailored jacket. ‘Don’t be shy, now, future wife,’ he murmured, guiding her through yet another crowd.

I can damn well walk myself, she wanted to snap at him, but she bit the words back. 

An unnerving presence dominated her other side, and she glanced across to see Lord Lucian flanking her right. ‘You should smile more,’ he whispered in her ear, his breath hot and sticky. ‘You won’t win any favours with that scowl.’

Wren swallowed an array of curses, tempted to deposit the contents of the vial in her cleavage down the nobleman’s throat.

‘And what about our exchange of favours, Lord Lucian?’ she asked serenely instead. ‘I was promised methods and ingredients for the antidote to the Bear Slayer’s poison . . . and a direct line to your spies within the People’s Vanguard.’

‘All in good time, Your Highness. You’ll have what was promised when you’re married. As agreed,’ he replied. ‘In the meantime, our first priority is the war efforts affecting the people of the midrealms, surely?’

‘Surely,’ Wren replied.

‘And I trust there will be no trouble from your warrior acquaintance when we see him again?’ There was a smugness to Lucian’s words that made Wren’s skin itch, as though he was testing her control.

Control that she had to keep tightly leashed, lest she conjure a storm right then and there.

‘There will be no trouble,’ she said. ‘There will be no need to see the Bear Slayer again once you deliver what was promised.’

‘We’ll see about that, won’t we, Your Highness. Though I do hope to call you daughter soon enough.’

The sentiment made her feel as though she were sliding through oil, unable to scrape it from her skin. ‘Nothing would make me happier, my lord.’ Though she silently thought: His time will come.

When they were seated at the table, Wren surveyed the feast before them. The silver platters and crystal glasses were all courtesy of the man whose ring she wore and the alliance he offered her and her kingdom.

The man in question cleared his throat and raised his goblet. ‘A thousand thanks to our gracious hosts, Lord and Lady Briar. We are honoured to be at your table tonight.’

Was this what campaigning for allies meant? Pretty speeches and expensive wine? One display of wealth after another, indulging over and over? No wonder the common folk of the midrealms had been vulnerable to Silas’s propaganda. Beneath the table, Wren picked at the skin around her fingernails.

But Darian wasn’t done. ‘The noble house of Briar has been a friend of our family for as long as I can remember, and we have leaned on your support for many of our challenges throughout the years. My bride-to-be and I come here today to ask for that support again. Some of you may remember Delmira in its glory days . . . I’m told it was the most prosperous land the midrealms had ever seen. Now it has the potential to reach those heights again, with one of the most valuable resources at its heart: the silvertide rose, strengthened by Elwren’s storm magic. That is what we stand to gain with Elwren as queen, and me as her husband on the throne beside her.’

Wren could see the greed glinting back at her, and a chill ran down her spine. Drawing attention to the importance of the roses felt wrong. They were meant to be protecting them, rallying the funds and army to help her harvest them to make the cure, not shouting about them from the rooftops.

But Darian was oblivious as he continued. ‘Silas the usurper stands for many false causes, but his biggest is the one you fear most – the threat to all that your families have built over the centuries. Your livelihoods, your wealth . . . Pledge your private armies to us, as you have done many a time before, and reap the rewards of our union when the war is won.’

Darian nodded to his father, who rose next to speak.

‘I have the first reports of the usurper’s numbers,’ Lord Lucian announced. The table fell silent around them. ‘Our corroborated estimate is that Silas’s forces sit at around five thousand. A large bulk of the force is made up of those who call themselves the People’s Vanguard, recruited from the common folk of all remaining kingdoms. I say we hit them with full force,’ he declared. ‘Squash them where they stand and watch their children scurry back to the hole they came from.’

‘Hear, hear.’ Lord Briar tapped his goblet on the table in solidarity.

‘I disagree,’ Wren said loudly. ‘You are lumping an entire people in with the usurper, when in fact he has manipulated them into thinking he’s fighting for them. The majority of them aren’t violent traitors. They’re misplaced and lost. They need our help.’

‘Of course, Your Highness.’ Lord Lucian bowed his head. ‘And should any of them prove to be innocent, we shall help them find their place once more. Your feminine rule is one of justice and mercy.’

Darian’s arm draped around Wren’s shoulders as he laughed. ‘Why do you think I’m marrying her, Father? The midrealms need someone like Elwren Embervale at the helm.’

Wren chewed the inside of her cheek to keep from stabbing the smug bastard with her poisoned hairpin. Instead, she cupped Darian’s face with her palm. ‘Your faith means the world to me, my love.’

The words tasted sickly sweet on her tongue, but Wren saw the nobility fawn at the intimate gesture. And so she leaned into Darian, resting her head on his shoulder affectionately for a moment before gazing up at him with what she hoped looked like admiration.

‘Tell me, if Lord Briar is generous enough to offer his support, what then?’ She kept her tone light and bland. A role, she told herself. This is a role you must play.

‘My father’s own bannermen are a force of three hundred strong, and if Lord Briar obliges us, we will journey to Lord Pendelton next to request his assistance as well,’ Darian replied with a patronizing note. ‘It will then be a matter of rallying the royal armies of Aveum, Tver, Harenth and Naarva to our cause and forming a battle plan. Tyranny threatens us all, and a usurper of one kingdom is a usurper of all.’

Wren took a sip of wine as sounds of agreement echoed down the table. ‘I trust the issues with the supply lines have been remedied?’ she asked. ‘I’d hate for any of our brave fighters to be left without . . .’

‘Nothing to worry about, Your Highness,’ Lord Briar replied with another condescending smile. ‘A sizable force was sighted several leagues from Drevenor, not all too far from here. But they changed course, splitting into smaller groups and moving on. No challenge has been issued and our supply lines remain intact. The threat is no longer cause for concern.’

Wren caught Kipp’s eye. The strategist was thoughtfully tracing the rim of his goblet with a finger. ‘My intelligence suggests that Silas is avoiding direct conflict for now,’ he said. ‘That he’s rallying and conserving his strength for a more focused attack, be that on Delmira’s heartlands or somewhere else. But we cannot dismiss threats so easily. Whether he knows it yet or not, the silvertide roses are the key to either stopping or amplifying his shadow magic. We can’t afford to underestimate his movements.’

‘My scouts have everything in hand,’ Lucian interjected testily. ‘Princess Elwren, you and your advisers shouldn’t worry yourselves about these things.’

Gentle fingers trailed down her cheek, causing her to start. Warm breath tickled the shell of her ear. ‘My father is an expert in these matters,’ Darian said. ‘Allow him the honour of aiding your cause.’

Her skin crawling at his touch, Wren caught his hand and placed it on the table, covering it with hers, but managing to dig her nails into his skin. ‘Of course,’ she said placidly. But beneath her words, there was nothing placid about her.

Her lightning promised to lay siege to their corruption, as had her poison before.





CHAPTER 5

Torj
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‘Throughout the midrealms, it is a sign of respect to raise three fingers to one’s left shoulder in the presence of a Warsword’

– The Warsword’s Way



‘SHIT,’ CAL SAID bluntly as he arrived at Torj and Wilder’s sorry excuse for a camp between villages. ‘I didn’t realize things were this bad.’

‘I thought you were sharper than that, Whitlock.’ Torj raised a brow and peered behind his former protégé, clapping eyes on Prince Zavier Terling. 

‘He’s not half as sharp as he looks,’ Zavier quipped as he dismounted from his horse.

‘Clearly, if he broke you out of confinement against orders,’ Wilder mused, though he didn’t sound fazed.

‘What the fuck, Cal?’ Torj rounded on him. ‘He was in official Thezmarrian custody. You’ve broken a dozen rules by springing him free.’

Cal scoffed. ‘For your information, it was Audra’s suggestion. She thought it was only a matter of time before someone tried to remove Zavier from the equation, given his affiliation with Silas.’


Torj sighed and added another log to the fire. ‘Then you may as well sit down and tell us what you know about him. We need everything, Zavier. Anything that might give us an edge, help predict his plays, weaken him . . . Why does he want Wren’s crown? Is it just the land he’s after?’

‘No,’ Zavier told them, warming his hands over the fire. ‘Silas blames the Embervale family for what happened to our own. Our mothers were close, but when Queen Brigh Embervale received intelligence about the darkness that was rising prior to the shadow war, she diverted resources to protect only Delmira’s lands, deliberately abandoning Naarva despite her friendship with our mother. Despite the oath of mutual protection they’d shared.’

‘Is it true?’ Torj asked. ‘Did Wren’s family betray them?’

‘I don’t know, and I’m not even sure it matters. But it’s what Silas believes,’ Zavier replied, heavy grief lacing his words.

‘So, it’s revenge . . .’ Wilder said quietly.

‘It started that way, yes,’ Zavier said. ‘Which was why I stupidly thought that if there was a way to bring our mother back, it would stop him going down this path. That he could be redeemed.’

‘And now?’

Zavier’s shoulders caved inwards. ‘Now . . . now there’s no saving him. He was the true alchemist of us Terling brothers. And I’ve watched him turn something he loved into the most corrupted version of itself.’

‘Wren says he’s using shadow magic. Is that true?’ Cal asked.

Zavier didn’t look up, but he nodded. ‘Fragments left over from the previous war. Infused with royal blood to make targeting magic wielders possible . . . The brother I loved died long ago; I just didn’t want to admit it.’ He drew a shaky breath before he continued. ‘If my parents could see him now . . . If the people of Naarva knew about him . . . I have to go with you, wherever you’re going. I must help undo this.’

A noise of frustration escaped Torj. ‘I think you’ve done enough. For all we know, it was you who tipped him off to target me to get to Wren. You could be the reason he knew to poison me.’

It was Zavier’s turn to scoff. ‘Your and Wren’s relationship is the worst-kept secret in the midrealms. Silas is no fool. He was there at the battle of Drevenor. He saw with his own eyes what was between you two then, like every other man, woman and child under the sun. The battle itself could have been a test – to provoke any magical connection . . . You tell us, Bear Slayer. Might he have seen something that day?’

Torj glared at the Naarvian prince. ‘I trust you about as much as I trust—’

‘Torj,’ Wilder interjected. ‘I think the prince has a point.’

Torj clenched his jaw and said nothing more.

Zavier forged on. ‘He’s a summoner, like me. The Embervales can wield lightning and thunder, whereas the Terling family can move objects with the power of our minds alone. Silas . . . Silas is the more powerful of us brothers, and ever since he attacked Drevenor at our graduation, he’s been getting stronger. I don’t know how. I’ve been trying to work it out for weeks.’

‘Does he know about the silvertide roses? That they’re part of Wren’s cure for his shadow alchemy?’ Torj asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Zavier said. ‘If he doesn’t, it’s only a matter of time. There are so many more people involved now. Silas will have just as many spies as Lucian Devereux.’

Torj was wrenched back to the final moments of that battle, where a pair of soulless eyes behind a horrifying mask stared back at him—

‘Has he always worn a mask?’ he asked abruptly, his gaze snapping back to Zavier.

Zavier frowned. ‘No . . . but he and I look quite similar. If he faced anyone who knew me, they would be able to tell we are kin. I just assumed it was to hide his identity.’

‘Is there any significance to its design? Does it mean anything to you?’ Torj pressed.

But Zavier shook his head. ‘No. My guess would be that it’s part of his intimidation tactics. A sea of masked men makes them somehow inhuman, doesn’t it?’

‘And what of his other tactics?’ Wilder asked from across the fire. ‘The stories we’ve heard have been the same all over the outer villages – a stranger comes to town, breaks bread and leaves. He pressures no one to join the People’s Vanguard, simply shares information and then goes on his way. But then people go missing, others depart in the dark of night . . . Then there are the folk who suddenly start fights with their neighbours and friends, completely out of character, and things escalate to the point of death. Do you know anything of this?’

‘I doubt it’s Silas himself,’ Zavier said slowly. ‘But he has several trusted alchemists in his ranks ready to do his bidding. It could be some sort of elixir designed to amplify aggression, but from your description alone I can’t be sure—’

A blur shot across the fire, and a startled shriek sounded from the darkness.

Wilder’s swords were gleaming in the firelight and Torj had his hammer ready. The string of Cal’s bow quivered as he nocked another arrow, his gaze fixed on something in the shadows.

‘Will one of you Warswords tell me what’s happening?’ Zavier demanded, a hand pressed over his chest as he scanned the camp wildly.

‘I come in peace!’ a voice called from the forest.

‘Then show yourself!’ Torj shouted back.

‘I would, but I’m now pinned to a tree,’ came the reply.

Torj nodded to Cal, who shouldered his bow and went to retrieve their new guest. Exchanging a wary look with Wilder, Torj waited.

The underbrush rustled as Cal emerged with a woman in tow. She carried herself well, her chin lifted, her back straight, though her eyes gave away her distrust.

‘Who are you?’ Wilder demanded.

Cal brought her into the light, dropping a large canvas sack at their feet – her belongings.

‘My name is Senna Cross,’ she told them, eyeing their weapons with trepidation.

‘You have my word that no harm will come to you while you say your piece here,’ Torj told her, equally apprehensive.

‘I’ve lived in the midrealms long enough to know that promises from anyone mean nothing, let alone promises from strangers,’ Senna said, with a cool note of detachment.

Torj couldn’t argue that. ‘Fair enough.’

Senna dipped her head. ‘I was out in the fields when you came to my village,’ she explained. Her gaze darted over their small party, lingering on Zavier, but she continued, ‘I’ve been trying to find you since you left. But I couldn’t take the main routes. They’re not safe any more.’

‘Because of the People’s Vanguard?’ Cal asked. ‘We know of their public floggings and hangings, and their witch hunts for outsiders . . .’

Senna’s laugh held no humour. ‘If only it were that simple. The woman you spoke with? That was our village elder, but I’ll wager she didn’t tell you much.’

‘She told us of the stranger, and how those who broke bread with him were gone . . . or dead,’ Wilder allowed.

‘Gone . . .’ Senna repeated. ‘That’s one word for it. And yes, there are plenty dead. The innkeeper’s daughter whose throat was torn out two nights ago. The wheat farmer who was beaten to death with his own shovel . . . Whatever this enemy is doing, it goes beyond recruiting for a war.’

‘We know,’ Torj told her quietly. ‘He’s using fragments of shadow magic from the previous war.’

‘If that’s true – if he’s delving into that kind of power . . .’ Senna breathed
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