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Chapter 1 Nizzara


To look upon the worst and see the best is true sight. To behold the whole and find no flaw, only then can one be right.

—Love from a Blind Prince



* * *

EVERYTHING HERE IS BLACK. BLACK WALLS, BLACK FLOORS, and black furniture. It looks as if I’m standing in one of my nightmares. But my new room is real, and it’s furnished with the belongings of a dead person. The ottomans were sat on and the vanities used mere days ago. Shoving my storm of emotions down, I lean forward and glance into the giant washroom—pointedly ignoring the hazy spirits floating near the rafters.

Like everything else, the washroom is black. The only thing that isn’t are the white glo stones set into the massive chandeliers above, which hang down in deadly, metal points.

My new maid, Preysee, follows me around the room with her sharp gaze. I’m old enough to know that look. It’s hatred. Hatred for my father, and, therefore, me. I continue through the room, trying to tamp my growing fear and anger. I hardly feel just one or the other, especially when it comes to my father. Across the room, one of the tall balcony doors is cracked open, allowing the winter chill in. I can’t help but wonder if the princess used it to escape when my father laid siege to this castle.

With the walls slowly closing in on me—and Preysee watching my every move—I wander toward the balcony. Perhaps my fear of heights will be better than a roomful of spirits whispering about the darkness inside my soul. With shaky hands, I set my book down on an ottoman and heave the balcony door open wider, just enough for my little frame to fit through. I freeze as soon as I meet the night sky, realizing how high this balcony is.

“Don’t black out,” I beg myself as that darkness in my soul begins crawling through me.

My heartbeat thuds in my ears as I clutch the railing and peer over the edge. In the city far below, between tall, pointed buildings, the little red lights of glo-kars drift through cobblestoned streets.

They were, I remember now, one of the last inventions made by the fourth kingdom before it crumbled under warfare. I squint, looking over the long wall stretching toward the empty, inky horizon on my left, one of the few remnants of that time. On my right are city lights sprawling as far as I can see, lights of his kingdom and the other kingdoms, all meeting in the center of our continent—all pointing at our neutral ground.

Tears form and the skyline starts to blur. I wipe my cheeks and scan the glittering horizon, looking for my home—looking for some shred of comfort. When I see the white glow in the distance, my heart squeezes. The Zo kingdom.

I belong there. Not here in Zarr. It doesn’t matter if my father is from here. I’m not.

Every fiber of my being yearns for the Zo palace, yearns to turn back time.

And then I feel it: my emotions have grown too strong; my world flickers into darkness, and power tingles in the air around me. Panicked, I dart back into the haunted room, nearly colliding with the maid. Preysee backs up, brushing her black uniform while I scoop my book up. Like everyone in this castle, she has an air of ruthlessness about her, with her pink scar reaching up her lip and her piercing gaze.

She glares down at me as I clutch my favorite book, Love from a Blind Prince, tighter against my chest. It’s the only book I was allowed to bring from Zo. I held it the whole ride here.

“I do not blame you for what your father did, child.” Preysee’s voice is hard, but I hear the sadness hiding in it. She looks toward the bedroom door then back at me. “You don’t have to fear me. Do you understand?”

I find her honey-brown gaze, and she conceals her flinch better than most who meet my pitch-black irises.

My father, still in his infantry general uniform, enters without knocking. Preysee stiffens, her expression turning even more piercing than before. When my father’s heavy boots scuff the floor toward us, she leaves with a swish of her black maid’s dress.

Father gestures to the bed draped in dark silks and velvets, adorned with more pillows than I could possibly use. “Do you like it?”

I don’t say anything. He won’t approve of my answer, not after he lost his temper with me yesterday. He kneels in front of me, his face a portrait of fatherly love. A portrait only shown to me when no one is around. When no goblet of wine is near.

When he holds out his palm to me, I freeze. A smooth golden ring rests in the crease of his hand. “You are my chosen heiress of the Zarr kingdom, my successor to the throne,” he says. “It is time you take a vessel.”

My voice is small but unafraid, despite the rising panic in my chest. “Most nobles wait until their teens.”

He pushes the vessel ring closer. “Your mind is mature enough for this power, and so is your soul.”

I swallow, doubtful anyone could be sure of that, let alone my father. I’ve witnessed his lust for vessel power grow over the last few months, changing him in ways . . . ways I refuse to acknowledge. “I don’t want a vessel,” I say, a sudden fire filling my chest. “I don’t want to be the heiress of Zarr.”

Simmering rage enters his gaze, and his mouth drops at the corners. A flicker of the man he’s been lately flashes in his eyes, and I catch the faint but sharp smell of wine lingering on his breath. When I step back, he snatches my hand.

“I don’t care what you want,” he says, fighting my small but determined arms. “I care about what’s best for you.”

He knocks my book to the stone floor and wrestles me to the ground, trying to jam the golden vessel onto my finger. I thrash against him, begging him not to force this on me.

But he ignores me, like I ignore the evil lurking in his gaze. Like I ignore a lot of truths. Truths I shouldn’t know as someone so young.

As soon as he rams the vessel to the apex of my finger, intricate tendrils grow from the metal band, sinking into my flesh. I scream from the pain, and it echoes off black walls, dying in an empty castle still painted with fresh blood.

An invisible energy creeps from the vessel over my skin, humming in a near-silent frequency.

“There,” he says, a smoothness reclaiming his face as he lifts me up and returns my book to my hand, an unspoken apology already lingering in the air between us. My chest is still heaving from panic and rage as the ring on my finger burns my skin. “We have many enemies. This will protect you, Nizzara.”

I glare at him with every shred of hatred an eleven-year-old girl can muster as he continues. “I know spirits scare you, even if you don’t admit it. You’re right to be wary of them, but I’ve found one who will protect your soul.”

From the rafters, a pinkish presence separates itself from other near-invisible orbs of energy. Everyone knows about spirits, but from conversations I’ve overheard, I realize I shouldn’t be able to perceive them like I can. I don’t know why I’ve always been more sensitive to their dimension, but I am.

“Her name is Liha,” Father says. “Let her into the energy surrounding you now—your caster’s shield.” He clears his throat. A warmth enters his face as he gazes at me. “You are a caster now.”

I feel Liha’s presence, a more concentrated form of warm air nudging the caster’s shield now clinging to my body like a glove.

“I don’t want to be a caster,” I say, clutching my book as if it can calm my racing heart. “I don’t want power.”

He bows his head. His voice trembles with so much emotion, I feel it clogging the space between us. “If you never trust me in any other matter, please trust me in this. Accept her into your shield.”

My mind screams for me not to do it, but my soft heart wins, falling for his warm voice all over again.

I open my mind, energy, and soul to Liha.

She enters my shield, and her pink soul pushes away the darkness I feel inside.






Chapter 2 Nizzara

Ten Years Later

vessel/ves(ə)l/noun


	1. An unremovable ring, capable of housing and protecting a bond between spirit and human

	2. A conduit through which something flows

	3. A binder of souls



—from The Zo Lexicon

* * *

ZARR INFANTRY SOLDIERS, ADORNED WITH MATTE-BLACK armor and spiked shoulder plates, drag a beaten man up the dais steps before dropping him at our feet with a thud. Somewhere in the crowd of witnesses, a woman sobs. My knuckles turn white over gold armrests.

Another execution.

Liha isn’t here. She used to calm me down, but lately, her bubbly presence hasn’t been enough. Now, when my emotions rise, so does the darkness inside.

As the chosen heiress of Zarr, my throne sits between Father’s on my right and Mother’s on my left, all of us towering over the assembled court and witnesses below—tan faces against a sea of black stone.

I look to Mother at my side, wishing she’d offer me a loving glance or reassuring touch, like she always gives to my sister, but her face remains cold and regal, pointed away from me. My gaze flicks past the crumpled man before us to the assembled crowd, searching for the woman, her helpless whimper pulling tears to my eyes.

Father leans over to me. “Fix your face, Nizzara.”

I arrange my face into the smile he’s drilled into me despite the woman’s cries trembling in the distance—he’ll punish this poor man on the dais longer if I don’t. I will fix what my father has done to this kingdom, but if there’s one thing I’ve learned from him, it’s the subtle art of timing.

The man in front of us staggers to his worn, bare feet. “Your Majesty, I swear on my family. I’m not a rebel—”

An infantry soldier punches the man’s jaw, knocking him back down to the blood-speckled floor.

When the man dares to lift his head again, Father pushes up from his throne, a snarl curling his lips. “You housed rebels in your inn. That is punishable by death.”

An infantry soldier yanks the innkeeper’s head back by his hair and pulls him to his feet.

The innkeeper’s stubbly throat bobs. “I didn’t know they were rebels!”

Father prowls toward the innkeeper and snatches the man’s throat, pulling him closer. Small black gems glisten on Father’s glove as his hand flexes tighter and tighter around the innkeeper’s thin neck.

“Then you will set an example to the rest of Zarr,” Father proclaims, “for what happens when you don’t make it your business to know.”

The innkeeper’s lips turn a subtle shade of blue, yet I smile, tension splintering my jaw as I do.

The throat. His new favorite spot.

Just before the innkeeper loses consciousness, Father releases him, dropping the bloody man to the onyx floor. When the man doesn’t stir, Father returns to his throne, his cape unfurling over the armrest as he sits. I can tell by the angle of Father’s brows, he’s already bored.

Black smoke crawls from his gloved hand, and the room falls silent—everyone knows what’s hidden beneath that glove. The First-Made vessel, a white ring bonded to his hand and the conduit of his spirit’s power. The black smoke slithers toward the innkeeper, then takes hold of his thin body, as if he were a puppet whose master had just pulled the strings.

Sorren, Father’s infantry general, draws his sword and holds it out for the innkeeper to take. Father’s power forces the innkeeper to take it.

The innkeeper’s shaking hands aim the sword at his own neck.

My face, still fixed into a splintering grin, matches everyone else’s as they perk up in unfettered anticipation; the woman’s cries are now screams scratching down the black walls.

The innkeeper stabs the sharp, gleaming blade through his own neck, and blood soaks his gray shirt. After he falls to the floor, a soft blue soul, that only I can see, departs from his body. It floats away as the woman screams.

Heat pricks my eyes, but for all the world, I smile.

A Zarr infantry soldier kicks the dead innkeeper for fun. I can’t bring myself to watch. If I do, I’ll likely ram my dagger up that soldier’s ass, which would not end well for anyone. Angry tears rising, I study the vessel on my finger to distract myself from the sound of infantry boots kicking the dead man. I memorize all the places its gold tendrils sink into my skin. There are three kinds of vessels. Silver vessels, worn by Zarr infantry; golden vessels, worn by kings and nobility; and the white First-Made vessel.

My father’s vessel.

A scream pierces my thoughts. A woman breaks through the arms of a young castle guard and runs toward the dead man, tears flowing down her face. When she hits the wall of infantry soldiers blocking the dais, my father waves his hand.

“Kill her too.”

The woman screams and fights, but Zarr infantries silence her with a blade. I close my eyes, reminding myself that infantry soldiers and castle guards have no choice. Their silver, military vessels bow to the First-Made vessel—to my father. They follow every direct command, whether they want to or not. Infantries are supposed to defend the three kingdoms, but my father has tasked them with killing every rebel who remains loyal to the last Zarr king.

The young king my father overthrew.

Zarr people are known for their stubbornness. They never forget, never forgive. Their hatred for my father will last for generations, because their beloved king, Dagen Corvonna, is long dead.






Chapter 3 Dagen

I TOUCH DOWN TO HARD GROUND PETRIFIED BY ICE AND wind, my thick winter boots offering little protection against the miles of ice beneath my feet. Phasing from my spirit form to my human form is always painful. The opposite of being ripped apart limb from limb, it’s as if I’m being sewn together, piece by piece, with a needle of ice and a thread of misery.

Half alive, half dead.

The flat, icy ground crawls with snakes of snowy winds. Peaked glaciers jut skyward on the horizon, blocking what little light radiates from a waxy moon. Most souls who end up here call it Hell, but I call this realm by its true name.

Baratrum.

Shadows lurk and slither in the ice crags behind me, awaiting their next meal. They prefer souls who put up a fight, but they’ll consume anything. One shadow curls around my boot, tugging—whispering, “Come back, give in.”

I stand my ground against its pull and seal my mind off from everything. I feel a tiny piece of my soul harden just enough to fend them off. It’s the only way to survive here.

The shadows hiss and dart away as Nil, the god of death, materializes onto the ice before me. His black mist converges into a blood barbarian with red, sawlike teeth and gray, leathery skin. It’s not often he impersonates other creatures, but even this monstrous beast is one of his more pleasant forms, if only because he is solid—visible.

Nil’s power weaves through my soul like invisible tethers, forcing me here. Normally, when he wants me to hunt, I’m pulled by those tethers. No formal meetings are needed. If my mind and soul had some warmth left, I might be curious why he’s gracing me with his presence this time.

But they don’t. And I’m not.

“You called, my liege?” I take a knee and bow my head, locking my gaze on my black, frayed boots that once bore magnificent gems up the shins.

“I have an . . . opportunity for you, Dagen.” His voices echo, a compilation of souls he’s consumed.

Souls I’ve hunted for him.

“Another blackened soul?” I ask.

They’re my forte, it seems.

Nil’s barbarian horns protrude from his head, their wide girth splitting the skin above pointed ears. “There is a soul I require,” he says, his eyes alight with cunning. “A pure soul.”

“A pure soul, my liege?”

Blackened souls, wretched souls, rotten souls—I’ve dealt with those. Never a pure soul.

The ice beneath us quakes as he stalks around me in a slow circle. Shadows jump and writhe at his presence.

“Yes, a pure soul. Deliver her to me, and I will grant you freedom.”

I blink as if waking from a trance. I know not to think of such foolish, humanlike desires. Ten years here, and I’ve abandoned most humanlike things, but . . .

“Freedom?” I breathe.

Nil’s smile is all wrong on the face of the blood barbarian, his expression too meticulous, too calculating for such a brute creature.

“Some freedom,” he amends. “You will no longer be confined to this realm. I’ll allow you to live where you wish, but you’ll still be my deathwalker, bending to my will, a slave to the urges.”

My fingers curl to fists at my sides when I’m reminded of the worst of the urges—the primal need to consume souls to sustain myself and the shadows inside.

“That does not sound like freedom.”

He walks behind me, his voice dropping into the smooth, persuasive tones I’ve come to recognize as the calm before the conniving. “Just imagine,” he says. “You could know the warmth of a bed again, the kiss of a lover . . .” His boots pause on the groaning ice. “Do we have a bargain?”

A bargain. I’ve seen souls bargain with him. It always ends the same.

Badly.

He circles me.

From the corners of my eyes, I watch him snatch up a shredded red soul with dark edges. He breathes it in with a long inhale. The soul screams, and when it dies its final death, it shatters, the sound like breaking glass.

Trails of red pigment disappear on his lips.

“I do not bargain with gods.”

“Pure souls are quite powerful.” He smiles, invigorated by the soul’s fresh power now thrumming through his veins.

“So?” I ask. “You own my soul. Just order me to do this and be done.”

I am not falling for the traps he calls bargains. If this soul is powerful enough to elicit coercion from Nil, it must be a specific breed of awful. Awful souls are his favorite. Like trophies.

His red, bone-like talons seem to lengthen as he inches one toward my chest. “Rules must be followed in the case of this soul.” He smiles, red teeth glinting like razors in the moonlight.

He’s being too patient, his voice too calm for my liking.

“No.” My knee on the ice throbs from the unworldly cold.

“Then I shall sweeten my offer,” he says. “Bring me the pure soul, and I will give you one hundred years of complete freedom from my will. You can reclaim your throne, help your people, and free those little slaves, like you were so set on doing before you died. That is my final offer. I cannot remove the shadows from your soul. You will still be what you are.”

“How can I reclaim my throne? I am not powerful enough against the First-Made vessel—”

He snaps his fangs at me. “The pure soul has the power to kill your enemy. Convince her to help you before you bring her to me.”

My throat tightens. I know better than to bargain, but . . . freedom. “Where is this pure soul?”

With a malicious grin he bends down, bringing the barbarian’s bloodstained teeth and horns to my level. “She resides in the Zarr castle. Heiress to your throne.” He tilts his head. “Daughter of your most hated enemy.”

My half-dead heart hammers against my ribs. If I accept this bargain, I could find out if she’s still alive. My death was so violent, so sudden, I never found out what happened to—

“Do you accept?”

I have to know, and the chance of freedom . . .

“Free me of my bonds for the duration of this bargain, and I will accept.”

A triumphant, bloody grin spreads across his gray skin. “Very well, but I require a soul to eat before you leave for your bargain.” He waves his claws. “Fetch the one I marked.”

I bow my head. An order.

“I suggest you eat a soul as well. You’ll need your strength for this pure soul.” He turns and walks a few thunderous steps before pausing. “Must I remind you what happens to those who fail to uphold my bargains?”

I bow again. “No, my liege.”

His bottom half dissolves into shadow before he says with a knowing grin, “I almost forgot: You cannot shred her soul as you do others. She must give it to you.”

There it is. The catch.

“Will she be marked?” I’ve never seen a pure soul before.

A bloody, cunning smile. “I cannot mark pure souls.” He begins to disappear.

“Wait,” I call. “How much time do I have to deliver on this bargain?”

“Until the final night of the King’s Duel.”

The words float in from a past life, long forgotten.

The King’s Duel.

After Nil and his inky mist dissipate, I tear my pant leg from the ice and part of my flesh stays with it. I survey Baratrum in its empty, frigid expanse. I hope I don’t see it again for a hundred years.

A sudden, insatiable hunger rips through my soul. Only the following of orders and the tearing of souls will satisfy it. I return to my spirit form and fly to fulfill my orders.

Nil’s marked soul calls me to a different realm—a whole new dimension. The threads of space and time ripple around me as I navigate the magical realms woven through the air. The land of Heshena materializes beneath me in a matter of seconds, bringing forth pastel sands and giant trees with leaves larger than my face. This land is not like the dry deserts of the Yalk realm, nor the paved roads in the Tatum realm, and it’s definitely not like my home, the Zarr realm. This realm, with its three suns and glittering air, is the prettiest realm I hunt in.

I drop low, my invisible soul weaving throughout the mossy trunks, unable to think or feel anything but the urge.

After miles of Shena trees, I arrive at the crater of Hesh—a bowl-shaped city nestled in a rocky depression. Dark-skinned fae, with hair of all colors, bustle up and down concave streets. As a ghost, I can hear their desires; as a deathwalker, I can see their memories. A cacophony of the two project through my mind without my consent as I pass soul after living soul.

I soar past the gold, sparkling palace, barely noticing the magnificent Sand Gladiators inside its walls below—rows and rows of statuesque men and women notorious for their physical acclimation and immunity to magic. They pass beneath me as I jet overhead and leave the city behind. The soul Nil marked pulls me past oceanic cliffs and pastel sands sprinkled with glassy stones and pale driftwood.

At last I come to a hut, modest and worn, carved out of a long-dead tree. The thin door hangs crooked, the windows fogged by years of sandstorms, and the roof has lost a shingle leaf or two. I don’t have to be in my human form to harvest souls, but I prefer it. I materialize, dropping my boots to a shale pathway. The stones freeze and shatter beneath me on impact, and the windows ahead cloud up with ice. The marked soul’s memories hit me before I see him, like the stink of rotting flesh wafting into my mind. His murders play out before my eyes, whether I want to watch or not. They’re flashes.

Scents.

Emotions.

Brown pointed ears, studded with gold earrings covered in blood. Red luscious hair knotted in my—his—hands. Ice coats my tongue.

Their emotions are always so hard to distinguish from my own.

The door splinters in my wake, and the marked elf jolts away from a desk, dropping a pen and parchment. He’s a normal Heshena elf, and I think that’s what gets me the most. Monsters can hide in such humble, deceiving forms.

He creeps backward, his soul writhing around him with rotted darkness. “Who are you?”

The urge to rip into his soul suffocates me. The shadows inside claw and thrash to tear out his soul, whispering, “Make him scream, yes, scream.”

But I call my sword of shadow.

“Fight or submit.” I always grant them that much—a personal sentiment that’s losing meaning to me.

He tries to bolt around me like a fucking coward. I snatch his leather vest in my fist, smash his skull against the mud wall, and sink my ghostly arm through his chest. He thrashes and screams as I clutch his darkened soul, pulling, tearing, cracking.

The shadows cackle at the sound.

No human feelings, I remind myself. His final breath is a shudder.

A yellow soul with a festered black center bleeds into the spirit dimension before it’s sucked away to Baratrum.

I expect to feel Nil’s will calling me back to Baratrum, but to my relief, there is nothing. The tethers recede from inside, allowing me to move as I wish.

Our bargain has begun.

I take flight and dissolve into the night skies of the Zarr realm. The world changes beneath me, trading the multiple suns of Heshena for dark, gloomy fog. As I soar above rock mills and infantry training grounds, a flicker of emotion trickles into my chest, and the sensation is so foreign, it takes me a moment to realize it’s excitement.

I’m home.

The fog creeps across the sky in a slow-moving whirlpool, and I catch glimpses of the glowing kingdoms through the misty gaps. The four kingdoms stretch across the continent like walled-off pie slices meeting at the neutral ground in the center. Zarr, shaped like a giant sword, is the thinnest wedge. The Barrens (the remains of the fourth kingdom), the Zo, and the Zem kingdoms make up the rest of the pie. It’s the same as I remember, except now, as a spirit, I see the ancient wards separating the kingdoms, like domes of swirling energy stretched over each—relics left behind by the fourth kingdom. I’ve always thought the inventions from the fourth kingdom were a magic of their own. Before its fall, the kingdom’s inventors were masters of innovation, and especially so when their technology was combined with actual magic. These energy fields are one of the few inventions that are legally enchanted since they prevent bonded spirits from traversing the kingdoms without their caster. Because nobody in the kingdoms likes spying unless they are the one doing it.

I dip through the ancient dome of energy that protects Zarr, descending closer to the black, twisting spires that drill upward into the night sky.

Zarr castle.

My castle.






Chapter 4 Nizzara

caster’s shield/kastərs-SHēld/noun


	1. An invisible force field surrounding a vesseled caster in which only a bonded spirit can enter

	2. The place where a spirit and caster come together to draw upon their bonded power

	3. A stabilizer of souls



—from The Zo Lexicon

* * *

I PUNCH AND KICK A WHITE LEATHER BAG DANGLING FROM a chain until my knuckles are bloody. It won’t help me win my last level-five duel in forty minutes, but it curbs my rage from today’s execution, so I won’t lose control of my temper in the ring.

Liha will be dropping in any minute. I have no doubt her little ball of energy is floating around the colosseum, taking note of all the new fashions sported by the wealthier spectators.

She’ll be upset that I’m still in my black execution dress and it’s torn up my leg now. She liked this one.

Another right hook sends a shudder through the white bag, smearing blood from my knuckles across it. I breathe in, ignoring my father’s guards’ ever-looming presence near the door of my royal dueler suite. Their gazes continually sweep the massive room full of weights and weapons on one side, and plush furniture, a dressing room, and a food table on the other.

I deliver a spray of punches as a flash of the innkeeper’s execution burns through my mind again.

My arms are a blur in front of me when a young, spindly attendant opens the door to my suite, jolting my guards. All seven of them aim their swords for his neck, blocking the entrance. The attendant curses, pointing at his security badge on his colosseum uniform, before my guards recede. He hastens over to me, and my guards resume their statue-like positions. Every competitor suite comes with an attendant, but this suite apparently comes with a late one. Since this colosseum is on neutral ground in the middle of the kingdoms, anyone can work here. Compared to working in the Zem gem mines, it’s a coveted job, so you’d think there’d be some sense of punctuality.

The blond attendant takes hold of the punching bag. I yell as I hit it, my knuckles painting more red blood across white leather.

“Are you nervous?” The attendant has a coy set to his lips, but his gaze remains cast down from mine. From that alone, I know he’s familiar with my father’s rules regarding me.

“No,” I growl. My temper is still riding the edge of my control, and something about the snark in his voice tells me he enjoys goading competitors before they enter the ring. My fists continue to connect with the dense leather, and I throw in a spin kick.

The tear in my dress rips higher, revealing more of my leg, revealing the dagger I always keep strapped around my thigh. His gaze finds it between the torn strips of my dress, and he smirks.

“My brother doesn’t think you’ll last a single round in the level-six circuit if you win today.”

I withdraw my dagger and deliver a punch-kick-slash combo. The bag vibrates and emits a satisfying ripping sound in the blade’s wake.

He eyes the tear and readjusts his grip. “My brother would report you for that,” he says, grinning like a cat.

I stab the bag close to his fingers. He jerks his hand away and waits for me to yank my dagger out before he resumes his grip on the bag.

“Your brother sounds like an arrogant Zem asshole,” I say. If my attendant’s blond hair and light skin weren’t enough to tell me he’s from the Zem kingdom, his red colosseum uniform with the Zem crest on the shoulder is.

“Oh, he is an asshole. That’s why I bet against him. I put ten gold ren on your win today. I even bet him you’d last one full round in the King’s Duel Tournament . . . if you enter.” He says it like a question. He’s prying.

The King’s Duel Tournament is a bloodbath of elite duelers, all competing for the biggest prize in the dueling circuit. After I win today, I’ll be in level six and eligible to enter the tournament’s qualifying round. Since the tournament only comes on moonless winters, which can be sporadic, this year may be my only shot at the prize. If I want to rebuild trust with the rebels and end the senseless killing in this kingdom, I have to win the bestowment granted to the champion before my betrothal.

I deliver another punch-kick-dagger combo. If my father were here, he’d already have this attendant by the throat for simply speaking in a tone he deemed disrespectful.

The attendant opens his mouth as if to ask something but stops himself.

“Just ask,” I snap, my rage still curling its fingers through me.

He hides more of his torso behind the bag. “You are going to enter the qualifier for the King’s Duel, aren’t you?”

Nosy Zem. I take a deep breath and count as I let it out, reminding myself that he is not the cause of my ill temper. “Yes.”

I have no alternative. Since I’m the chosen heiress of Zarr, I’m subject to the betrothal law, which states my father must choose my suitor, and I must be married between the ages of twenty and thirty. My father has announced his plans to marry me off by spring, and winning the tournament is the only possible way for me to get out of it. The winner gets a gift of their choosing bestowed by the three kings, and I plan to use it to exempt myself from the betrothal law. My father hasn’t announced my suitor yet, but whoever he chooses won’t agree with what I’m going to do when I’m queen. No one in the higher classes will, so I intend to rule alone. I may not have asked for this throne, but I will make the best of it.

Which begins with rebuilding trust with the rebels, among other risky things.

Dagger, spin, jump, kick.

“You better find another duel suite,” I say upon landing. “My father doesn’t tolerate chatty help, and he’ll be here soon.”

His eyes dart to the door, surrounded by my guards, then back to me. I sense an arrogant remark rising to his lips. “Your father—”

I throw my dagger at the hand gripping the bag. My blade lands true, slicing the skin that connects his pointer and middle fingers. He jumps back, yelping, before stalking toward the door, dripping blood as he goes. My guards part, allowing him to leave, and that’s when my sister, Tarella, slips into the room. She watches the attendant storm out into the corridor. My guards allow her in without a word before slowly closing the suite door and sharing a quick glance, as if they’re uneasy sealing off a room with the two of us in it. I don’t blame them.

She tilts her head and her dark, straight hair glides away from her flawless ebony face. She’s wearing black to signify her place in Zarr, but her dark skin and deep brown eyes clearly display her Zo lineage. I’ve always been jealous of that. With my snow-white hair and lighter brown skin, I clearly took after our father.

“Did the almighty heiress not like her attendant?” she asks. “Or did the attendant quit after realizing the almighty heiress is nothing more than a hotheaded temper tantrum in fancy clothes?”

I rip my dagger out of the bag and jam it back into its sheath on my thigh, so I’m less tempted to throw it at her too. I try to get along with Tarella, but with my raw emotions still coursing through me, I know it’s not likely to happen today.

“What do you want, Tarella?”

Her dark eyes narrow. “I came to wish you luck on your last duel in level five.” She saunters over to the table of meats with a malicious smile and pops a mini sausage into her mouth, chewing loudly. She knows the thought of meat makes me sick.

“Really,” I say—not a question, just a response, one that’s not hostile. I know she didn’t come here for that.

“Okay,” she says, taking another bite of sausage. “I’m not really here to wish you luck . . . more to say my goodbyes before you die in level six.”

“Interesting,” I say, “because the way you’re attacking that piece of meat has me wondering if you came here looking for a sausage you haven’t already put in your mouth.” Her freedom to court whoever she wishes is yet another thing she always waves in my face, so I often resort to insults regarding her many, frequent partners.

She glares at me and licks her greasy fingers. “At least I know what it’s like.” She nods to the table of untouched meats. “The buffet table, I mean. Quite exquisite . . . and so many options to choose from.” She offers a sweet smile as she wipes her fingers on a cloth napkin. “You should try one before you die.”

My anger builds, and I clamp my mouth shut as my bloody fists tremble at my sides.

She glides to the door and waves her hand as the guards open it for her. “Goodbye, Nizzara.”

LONG AFTER TARELLA LEAVES, AND I’VE PUSHED HER VISIT from my mind, Liha’s invisible but palpable spirit feathers into the room. She settles into my caster’s shield, humming around me like an invisible cloak of energy. I hurl my dagger through the air again, sinking it into the center of the punching bag.

“Ready to warm up our power before your duel?” she asks, her voice like tinkling bells inside my mind.

“Father will force us to warm up when he gets here,” I project through our bond and rip my dagger out of the bag.

Her little huff of annoyance doesn’t sound surprised. She knows I never wanted to be a caster—unlike everyone else in the kingdoms. Spirit magic is addictive, intoxicating, and runs the risk of accidental possession, but everyone in the three kingdoms sees nothing but prestige and power. They bond a ring and a spirit with so few questions.

I close my eyes, squeezing the hilt of my dagger tighter. Her soft, airy presence nudges my clenched fist like a warm draft, with slightly more substance than the rest of the air around me. It’s her subtle way of calming me down, but it’s becoming less and less effective.

Although I never wanted a bonded spirit, Liha’s big heart—smothered beneath her fiery attitude—has grown on me over the years, and I’ve come to cherish her close friendship. Even if she was a snobby, prestige-seeking princess from the Heshena realm in her past life.

Oftentimes, she’s all I have.

I’m taking aim at the bag again when a duel referee, sporting the colors of the three kingdoms—black, red, and white—knocks, opens the door, and peeks his head into our suite, holding up three fingers and a fist.

“Thirty minutes ’til go time,” he says before bowing out again.

Within a few minutes, Father enters at last, and for once, his infantry general, Sorren, is not with him. He glances at the punctured, bloody bag, then at my torn execution dress.

“The innkeeper lied, you know.” He walks over to the bag and runs a finger over the torn leather, looking amused. “He wasn’t just housing rebels; he was trying to organize an attack on us. On you. He was hosting meetings for it.”

Of course he knows why I’m so angry.

I throw my blade at the bag, sinking it into its ruined center before I stalk up to the thing and yank the knife out.

He smiles and for once, it touches his eyes. “The noblemen who fund this place don’t like it when you put holes in their punching bags.”

I scoff and slice another long tear into it. The noblemen are all greedy little worms.

He signals for his guards to leave the room and, once they’re gone, he meets my gaze. His eyes are clear. I swallow against the tightness in my throat. It’s such a rarity for him to be sober, but I know better than to fall for this ever-shrinking version of him. Sometimes I wonder if anyone else understands what it’s like to feel both unconditional love and such deep hatred for the same person.

He reaches up to touch my face but when I flinch, he has the nerve to look hurt. He drops his hand away, and his voice is thicker when he says, “I hunt the rebels because they want to wipe our bloodline off the throne, and I will not pass that danger on to you. Everything I do is to protect you.”

“Protect me?” I hiss. “Is that what you call it when you leave bruises around my neck?” The air zigzags in a warm pocket around me as Liha grows nervous in my shield.

Regret washes over my father’s unnaturally youthful face—a side effect of his vessel, I theorize. I know it’s regret because I see it every time his strange magic wipes away the scars he gives me. The cuts, the bruises, the black eyes . . . gone. They disappear with a wave of his First-Made power. But the pain always remains, even if no one can see it.

“I may not always show it, but I do care for you.” He takes a steadying breath, and the dark circles beneath his eyes seem bigger, as if his sleep is as haunted as mine. “You’re the only weakness I have, Nizzara.”

“I didn’t ask to be your weakness.”

“But you are.” His neck vein pops as he works to keep his voice level. “Caring for people is the biggest weakness one can have.”

“Is that why you killed Tian? Because I cared for him?” I ask, angry tears threatening. Part of that memory is still gone—filled with darkness—but I’ll never forget the moment my father’s sword plunged into Tian’s chest as he screamed.

Father stiffens. “Caring for people is unacceptable. It makes you vulnerable.”

“Then you should rid me of yourself while you’re at it.”

He closes his eyes and balls his fists. Dark, oily power falls into the room like shadows, traversing the red floor beneath us. When he opens his eyes again, they’re the hard, malevolent things I’m used to. He backs away, calls my guards in, and orders me to warm up my vessel power.

Ten minutes later, Father points at an eighty-pound weight and says, “Again.”

Sweat rolls down my forehead, sticking white strands of loosened hair to my face.

“Your faux-hawk braid is all messy now,” Liha sniffs, her spirit filling my vesseled hand with pink smoke as she hovers at my shoulder.

“Whatever will I do?” I say wryly.

She flicks my nose, a quick puff of warm air against my skin before I release our power upon the eighty-pound weight. It lifts an inch into the air, hovering there for a full minute before I sense the darkness inside me, yearning to be tapped into. I cut off the power, and the iron metal clinks to the polished red floor. I sigh a breath of relief for how slow and controlled I kept the movement. It takes a lot of effort not to send it flying into the wall.

“Your power is still growing,” Liha whispers in my mind. “That shouldn’t be happening.”

I scoff. “I wouldn’t know.” Father has restricted my study on vessels. All I do know is that they were made by an inventor from the fourth kingdom long ago by the name of M. A. Kerm Rindola.

She makes a throat-clearing sound. “I’m sure your father has good reasons for hiding the more detailed knowledge of vessels from you. Besides, knowing more than the basics makes you seem scholarly.” Her invisible pocket of charged air shudders, as if appearing scholarly is worse than an unsightly nose.

“The basics aren’t enough. I want to know more than how to fling daggers around,” I say, ignoring Father’s pointed gaze. “I want to know why they were made and how they’re able to bond souls. I want to know what determines who gets a unique Mark like we have, what makes this power so addictive, and how possessions happen.”

Her energy shudders above my head. “Don’t speak of nasty things like possessions.”

I deliver a narrow side-eye toward her invisible presence. “Why not? For all I know you’re turning me into your mindless minion as we speak.”

She sniffs. “I’m not dignifying that accusation with a response.”

It’s not so much that I want to learn about vessels specifically. I want to learn about everything. Knowledge is an addiction, and books are my drug of choice.

“Next.” Father points to the hundred-pound weight beside the one I just lifted.

I straighten, folding my arms. “That’s too heavy.”

He breathes through his nose before saying, “You won’t survive level six if you don’t bolster your training. Now, move the weight.”

I swallow. Level-six competitors are drastically better than those at level five. Longswords are legal in level six, and so are death blows. It’s only a matter of time until Father will break his silence on the topic and force me to fight with the longsword. I’ve avoided it this long because of what happened the last time we argued over it. I woke up in the infirmary, and I didn’t see my father for a month afterward.

Father points to the heavy weight on the marbled floor. “Now.”

Liha musters up another wave of power. It builds inside my veins like too much energy trapped beneath a too-flimsy lid, waiting for me to release it into the world.

I breathe through the sensation, fully understanding why casters will bond a vessel and a spirit with so few questions. The feel of power inside my veins is an intoxicating high. I force myself to think about facts I’ve collected on vessels to keep my thoughts clear.

“Casters wield moving power over lifeless objects but not living things,” I say in my mind.

Liha’s bubbly energy sparks through me as she lets me chant in my mind without interruption. I breathe again, working to remain grounded in my thoughts.

“When a spirit and caster are compatible, a unique gift can surface between them, called a Mark. Liha and I have one, just a small trick of the light, and the possibilities of Marks are limitless.”

“Nizzara,” Father warns.

Liha’s warm, tingling power begs for release, so I open my palm and direct it at the hundred-pound weight. Our power wobbles a corner up before I snuff it out, clinking the weight to the floor.

“You’re holding back,” Liha says softly.

I’m sure if I can feel the vast expanse of power waiting to be tapped into, so can she.

“Unacceptable,” Father says. “Do it again and do it better.”

After fifteen minutes of me shirking my power, the duel ref returns with the five-minute signal. I reach for the fighting leathers draped over the velvet ottoman near the dressing room. Like with all my attire, Liha picked them out. Skintight leather, black spikes, gold stitching, and loaded with daggers.

I step toward the dressing curtain.

“Nizzara.” Father signals for a guard to take my fighting leathers.

We’ve fought about this already. He wants me to showcase my dimensional ability, and much to Liha’s excitement, Father believes an outfit swap will be the most memorable way to showcase it. There are three things that will always catch the attention of the dueling audience. Fashion, showmanship, and unseen power. His plan ticks all the boxes.

“Take her leathers and put them on the ottoman,” Father instructs Brunar. Of course the head of my guard is quick to obey, avoiding my pointed stare as he tugs the material from my fingertips, his silver military vessel forcing him to obey my father’s direct orders.

“You can’t hide from your power any longer,” Father says, a mix of fear and sadness in his hard expression. “Besides, after you demonstrate your dimensional ability, everyone will fear you for it.” His jaw trembles before he adds, “You will not survive this tournament or anything else if people do not fear you.” Father clears his throat and adjusts the cuff of his sleeve. “And make sure to use your vessel after the bell. We don’t want a repeat of last year.”

A bunch of cart cow shit. That was last year. Apparently, it’s actually illegal to beat a dueler without using vessel power. I was knocked back thirty-two wins on my record.

My fists curl at my sides, and I take a calming breath like all my anger-management books are so keen to lecture on, but my response still comes through gritted teeth. “Fine.”

The duel ref returns, signaling for me to follow.

My guards fall in around me as we walk through the stone halls lit with red glo stones. Levels above me, the voracious crowd screams and chants over angry music, thudding like the heartbeat of this bloodthirsty building.

We climb until the music and chanting are so loud, I can’t hear the ref when he calls to me.

I read his lips, though: “The ring is ready.”

He looks at my torn dress, opening his mouth to say something, but I push past him, and my guards block him out by their sheer size.

My opponent from the Zo kingdom, a nobleman, is already waiting for me, dressed in their customary white. Their symbol of purity and knowledge. This is the scene I’ve been entering repeatedly for years: a round duel ring centered on the floor and surrounded by spectators. Its posts are red, its ropes white and mat black, signifying the colors of the three remaining kingdoms in the alliance.

Chants fade to murmurs as fingers point at my gown from above. The music builds as I call Liha’s charged energy. It fills my veins once again, and when I release it, pink smoke swirls high and thick around me. Under the cover of smoke, in a matter of seconds, our power moves my fighting leathers from their place in my dueler suite through a dimensional portal, and replaces my dress with gold-tipped spikes.

As the beat drops, pink smoke falls away to reveal my fighting leathers. The Zo nobleman’s jaw slackens, and the crowd explodes. The call to challenge buzzes throughout my entire body. I may be softer than my father, but I’m no less competitive.

I catch both my mother’s and sister’s hateful gazes narrowed on me from the royal box, and I’m surprised they’re deigning to make eye contact with me. Side by side, and from this distance, they could pass for dark-haired twins.

Moments before the bell is about to ring, Father climbs up the ropes, eclipsing my glaring contest with my loving family. “If you don’t duel like you’re supposed to,” he says, “you’ll be punished. No more level-five shit.”

My hands curl into dried, bloody fists as he detaches from the ropes and returns to our box, taking the seat farthest from my mother and sister. Punching the leather bag took the edge off, but my rage is potent, dark, and constant, just like his. I loathe myself for it.

The bell rings.

“Our outfit change doesn’t count as a vessel move,” Liha reminds me.

My opponent circles me, flipping long white daggers in showy spins before shooting one toward my chest with a puff of purple smoke from his golden vessel. I flip over it, an arc of pink smoke trailing me as I slice a portal in space and time, stealing the dagger from its spot midair beneath me and portal it across the ring, sinking it through the Zo’s thigh instead of his carotid artery. The realization spreads across his face: my dimensional abilities are too fast for him, and he curses as blood blossoms to the surface of his leg.

“That language isn’t very Zo-like,” Liha says.

The corner of my lip twitches. “No, it’s not,” I say, trying to breathe through the intoxicating mix of power and violence.

After regaining his ever-calm expression, unique to Zos, my opponent fires a spray of daggers laced in purple smoke. They fly at me in a V formation, just like the strange aircrafts I’ve read about from other realms. I find myself daydreaming of seeing the other worlds and all their strange inventions while I easily deflect his daggers with my own.

He throws his last dagger, and I catch it an inch from my nose, its blade slicing through my hand, wiggling as he drives it farther toward my face with his power. He’s not allowed to use killing blows here in level five, but the refs will only penalize him after I die. I grip harder as the dagger slips farther toward me.

The bloodthirsty crowd is chanting for more as it slides again, blood slipping between my fingers.

“Just use our power so you don’t die, or worse, scar your face,” Liha scolds, pouring that addictive power into me as pressure builds against the blade.

Pitting my muscles against his magic, I angle the inching dagger toward the dome ceiling and duck beneath it as I let it fly. By the time his power sinks it into the duel post behind me, I’m already on top of my opponent, hooking my arm around his neck and using my body weight to slam him down.

My raw knuckles screech in pain as I reopen the fresh wounds with a rapid three-four punch combo to his face. Before I know it, I’m pulling my last dagger from my leather belt and plunging it into the crook of his elbow, earning a howl of pain.

He calls one of his fallen daggers from across the ring and his power sinks it into my shoulder from behind. Pain erupts down my back, and a shriek escapes my lips. He smiles up at me, grinning with bloody teeth, so I smash my fist into his face again, pulverizing his nose. He screams—a terrible, beautiful sound.

My opponent, thrashing and bleeding beneath me, calls another fallen dagger. Its white blade sinks into my side, twisting as it goes. Fiery pain ignites throughout my torso. His fist surges for my jaw. I dodge his blow, catch his arm, and wrench his shoulder into submission, forcing him to roll to his stomach. Jerking his arm into an unnatural angle over my thigh, I crank his elbow the wrong way.

“Tap,” I growl.

His power yanks the dagger out of my shoulder only to slam it back in, inflaming the fire through my back. It takes all my control not to reach for power. If I touch that power with this much rage, I’ll drive every last blade through his skull—just like my father would.

I wrench his arm harder. “Tap!”

“I do not submit to usurpers,” he growls from under the bone-splitting tension I’m loading on his elbow.

“Have it your way.” I break his arm over my knee with a sickening crack, and his eyes roll to the back of his head. I can’t tell if the scream comes from him or the thousands of spectators.

The victory bell rings as the massive crowd chants my name.






Chapter 5 Nizzara

Mark/mark/noun


	1. A unique magical ability formed by a bonded spirit and caster whose souls are compatible



—from The Zo Lexicon

* * *

IT’S BEEN FIVE HOURS SINCE MY DUEL, AND EVEN THOUGH Father erased my dagger wounds in my side and shoulder, making them invisible, they’re still there. They still hurt. Nevertheless, I enter the level-six circuit in a week, so I’m in the training room of our castle instead of soaking in a hot bath like I wish I were. The walls of mirrors around me catch every facet of the black room full of weights, weapons, and duel rings.

My new, level-six coach sends a longsword at me from across the ring with a puff of green smoke. A simple evasive roll allows me to dodge it as it flies past me. He’s not even trying.

With another wave of green smoke, he calls the fallen blade to his hand and taps his arm to signal forfeit.

My father withers him with a glance from across the room. Level-six coaches are rare. Not many former duelers were qualified to compete this high, and the few who were now tend to keep their techniques to themselves. Whether this coach is stingy or incompetent doesn’t matter. He’s ineffective.

And after the incident with the longsword, Father doesn’t train me himself anymore.

When I glare at my coach, he averts his gaze, either because of my father’s sporadic temper, the crazy celibacy law Father placed on me, or the blackness of my eyes, which makes everyone uneasy.

“Let’s go again,” my coach says, lifting his sword.

“No.” Father signals for his guards. “You’re dismissed.”

Looking rather relieved, my coach bows to Father, then to me, before climbing out of the ring and allowing the guards to escort him out.

“You need a coach who’ll teach you what a killing blow is.” Father summons Sorren from his station beside the door.

Violence and shadows dance across Sorren’s bronze face as he prowls forward, ducking through the black ropes. His boots jostle the hard mat beneath me, and I square myself up against his approaching, massive form. He surfaced nine years ago after one of my father’s frequent trips to who knows where, and as the Zarr infantry general, he too is controlled through the silver vessel on his finger.

He stops in front of me, poised to slay the next thing that speaks, his demeanor exactly like my father’s. I’ve never sparred with the infantry general, but I’ve watched him deliver countless executions, seen the way he handles his men, and noticed the way shadows seem to flicker when he’s nearby.

I have no desire to spar with him.

“Since you always wish to fight without power,” Father says, “I’ve decided to grant you what you want. No vessel training, just to prove you will not survive without using a fucking lot of it.”

My mother and sister enter the room for Tarella’s training. Like always, Father ignores their existence, like Mother ignores mine. They’re on their way to the other training ring when my sister sees me in the ring with Sorren. She stops and sneers with delight.

I reach for the daggers sheathed at my thighs.

“No daggers.” Sorren waves at a servant, who dismounts two massive swords off the wall and lugs them over before passing them through the thick, black ropes. “Lower-level duels are for daggers and child’s play.” His muscled jaw flexes as he shoves the longsword at me. “This is about killing.”

“What are we killing, exactly?” I say to Sorren. “My time?”

I feel Father’s attention combing over me, assessing every flicker of emotion on my face as I approach Sorren. I’ll break jaws, smash noses, and even sever limbs if I have to, but I refuse to kill, and Father has every intention of changing that.

This weakness—as my father calls it—makes my plan to win the King’s Duel much more difficult.

I’ve watched the King’s Duel since I was old enough to know what a dagger was. No one has ever won it without at least one kill. The dueler who came the closest was King Dagen, who killed his opponent in the final round and went on to ask for mining rights and tunnels for his prize. It’s not often a king enters the tournament, but in times of hardship or war, the people like to see the king in the ring—to see their military commander spill blood, symbolic of their enemies’—and I believe, in his case, he became king after he had entered the tournament.

Refusing to let Sorren see my hesitation, I grab the sword, and Liha takes her cue to leave. If I’m not allowed to use my vessel, she can’t stand to watch bloodshed. There’s a small zing when her spirit leaves my caster’s shield. I always imagine it to be like a mini dimension meant only for us, since it hides her from other spirits. Like so many things, I find myself curious about why and how it was invented, or why she must be in it to offer me her power.

I heave the heavy sword upward and point it at Sorren’s chest.

He looks down at the blade then at me. “Your form is pathetic.”

This sword is all wrong in my hands—the exact reason I don’t use one. “Then let me use my daggers.”

“How are you going to block a longsword with an eight-inch dagger?”

“It’s called evasion.”

He pushes the shaft of the sword away with a gloved hand—my grip too weak to hold it in place. He scoffs at that and leans forward. “Level-six duelers will wear you down and drive their sword through your unusually thick skull.”

I swing the blade toward Sorren’s flank. Before my sword is halfway there, Sorren’s blade is at my open neck with speed and control I’ve never met in a duel ring; he slices my collarbone and a trickle of blood runs down my chest.

“Dead,” he says flatly.

Tarella giggles, igniting my rage.

A familiar, golden spirit shimmers just beyond the ropes. It’s appeared a few times throughout my life, but seems to prefer showing up when I’m about to lose my temper. As if it has nothing better to do in its afterlife than to watch my explosions.

It takes everything I have not to scream as I death-grip my sword and swing.

And swing.

And swing.

He blocks so easily. It’s embarrassing.

He carves his sword through the air like it’s an art form, landing blows with unmatched precision. I have no choice but to admire it, despite my mounting rage.

After countless, airy swipes of my sword, and even more elegant, bloody swipes of his, he fakes a swipe and blindsides me with a spiked fist to my face. Blood runs down my chin and heat climbs down my neck and chest, until darkness threatens to rise inside me. My control slips, and I begin screaming with my sloppy swings.

He slices for my torso.

I evade.

His green eyes flicker with something like amusement. He let me evade.

“Don’t hold back!”

“You don’t want that,” he says with a breathy laugh.

“I do.” I am a trained dueler, not some defenseless woman. I wipe blood from my mouth with the back of my hand. “Don’t hold back.”

Sorren looks to Father, and Father gives a curt nod as Mother and Tarella finally climb into their own ring.

Sorren unleashes his sword. Deep fiery gashes appear on my thigh, my calf, my shoulder, my cheek, leaving my blocks and dodges two full moves behind his. I’m used to having space and time to think in the level-five circuit, but this is too close, too fast. Where are the showy flips and spins? The pauses for dramatic effect the audience loves so much?

He slices up my thigh with his blade and slams my gut with the blunt end of his pommel in what feels like the same moment. His massive blow hurls me into a duel ring post, knocking the air from my lungs. I lurch forward onto my hands and knees, heaving for air. Sorren eyes me with clear disapproval as he walks over.

“Never,” he says, stomping on my hand with a steel-enforced boot, “let anyone see your vulnerabilities in the ring.” He grinds his boot down, cracking the bones in my hand before removing his boot. “If you can’t breathe, pretend like you can.” Once my lungs finally catch air, I cry out.

Not a cry of pain.

A cry of fury.

Father watches with a dark expression. “Get up, Nizzara.”

My hand is broken, my fingers at unnatural angles, but I draw myself up and take the sword in my good hand, using my other forearm to brace against the weight of it. It feels even heavier now, but I grit my teeth and raise it. My hands shake, yearning to drive this sword through Sorren’s snide grin.

He advances again.

And again.

And again.

An hour later, my arms can’t hold their own weight. When I raise my sword, it trembles in my hand.

“Again,” I say, wiping bloody sweat from my face.

“Sorren has real work to do.” Father folds his arms over his chest, appearing unimpressed, except for the small lift at the corners of his lips. Pride. Almost like old times when he used to spar with me.

I let the thought go.

Sorren exits the ring and steps in line with Father.

I climb out of the ring and start to limp away, but Father says, “You are not leaving like that.”

If my body wasn’t wobbling, I’d argue the matter. I clench my teeth as Father’s black tendrils of smoke roll toward me. They slink up my skin and wipe away each bloody wound.

He doesn’t tolerate scars on me.

Especially with the Winter Rave coming up.

And certainly not when he’s arranging my betrothal.






Chapter 6 Dagen

I DESCEND INTO THE WALLS OF MY CASTLE, PASSING MAIDS, guards, and bondslaves as they bustle through wide stone hallways. As I float through the lounge on the ground floor, the fireplaces and dagger-like chandeliers greet me with a warm glow. It’s as if the castle is whispering, “Welcome home.”

Except it’s no longer my home. My mother is dead, my sister is probably dead, and my queen—

No human feelings, I remind myself. Especially feelings like the hatred and bitterness that suface when I think of my late wife, Kathreen. The shadows love those emotions.

I continue through thick, fortified walls until I find myself in the grand ballroom, hovering above a small army of servants busily moving about in all directions. When I spot servants carefully hauling in six sound amplifiers on rolling movers, I realize preparations for the Winter Rave are underway. The servants tilt the massive relics up, lining them around the perimeter of the giant room. A young maid climbs onstage and begins singing to test the red blare gems inside the amplifiers. As soon as her voice turns into a melody, four amplifiers wake up with a flare of red gem light, broadcasting her voice throughout the room. Two of the amplifiers don’t light up at all. A loud hiss and a pop come from one of the lit amplifiers, and the black box goes up in sudden flames. Servants rush to put it out, holding void gems up to the flame. The black gems glisten as they siphon the flame into their centers, then crack and go dull in the servants’ hands when they’re full, unable to siphon anymore. The servants draw the flames away quickly, then tote a wagon of replacement gems over to the silent amplifiers and begin changing the gems inside. As I watch them go through the entire wagon of costly blare gems—and especially having glimpsed the Tatum realm’s advanced technology—I’m reminded of how obtuse and inefficient gem power is.

I continue to hover throughout the room, watching bondslaves scrub the pillars with buckets of soapy water, maids hang silk streamers, and professional muralists glue colorful gems onto the biggest wall in the likeness of Rebelia, the goddess of . . .

What’s she the goddess of? I used to care more about the gods before I died. Anything besides killing or consuming souls is hard to care about now, as if the shadows inside me have taken more space than I realized.

My own memories of the Winter Rave tickle the back of my consciousness. The biggest, showiest, drunken sex-fest to kick off the King’s Duel Tournament. Each kingdom takes turns hosting the event. Preparations for it take weeks.

Two maids emerge from the grand archway, cradling another giant black streamer between them and discussing rebels. They tote the streamer to the tallest ladder, centered in the middle of the room, its apex directly under the curved ceiling.

“All I’m
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