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CHAPTER ONE

‘Fetch me a youngling rabbit, Cerise. And be quick about it.’

Cerise bowed to the Reverend Mother and spun on her heel toward the rabbit hutch situated at the opposite end of the courtyard. With haste, she wound her way through a maze of marble benches and shrines, moving her feet in an even glide – for ladies of the temple never ran – until she reached the hutch. She opened its roof, sending up the scents of wood dust and sweetgrass and revealing a new litter of kits resting inside. The babies blinked drowsily at her, twitching their downy ears and tiny pink noses. Cerise lifted the smallest kit from its nest and cradled it to her heart. As she glided back the way she had come, she stroked the rabbit’s delicate coat and smiled as it nuzzled her palm.

She lived for moments like these.

But when she approached the Reverend Mother’s bench and noticed the thick serpent coiled in slumber beneath it, her footsteps faltered and her grin fell. She drew the kit closer to her chest. Now she knew why the Reverend Mother wanted it.

‘Come and sit by me,’ the Reverend Mother ordered.

Cerise obeyed, though slower than she should have. As she lowered to the bench, she tried to exude the confidence of an oracle – to mask her fear like the other girls did – but her breath shook when she exhaled.

The Reverend Mother seemed to soften at the sound. She extended a withered hand, her long, mirrored fingernails glinting in the sunlight, and settled it atop Cerise’s knee. ‘Tell me, girl. What do you feel for this animal?’

‘Tenderness.’ Cerise cleared her throat and spoke more clearly. ‘Affection.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Attachment.’

‘Do you feel a warmth inside your chest that drives you to protect it?’

‘Yes, Your Grace. It’s only a baby. It needs me.’

‘Good. I want you to focus on that instinct. The kit’s life will depend on it.’ The Reverend Mother pressed a palm to her breastbone and delivered a pointed look from beneath her cap of short, gray hair. She was three, maybe four times Cerise’s nineteen years. No one knew exactly or would even dare to ask. ‘Compassion is the source of our gift. Let it guide you, and you will See.’

Cerise nodded as if processing the words, but she had heard them a thousand times before. Her earliest memories involved toddling through this very courtyard and admiring the teenage Seers as they honed their skills.

They had made it look so easy.

‘Kneel on the ground there,’ the Reverend Mother said, pointing straight ahead of her at a stone paver located an arm’s length from the bench … and the serpent resting beneath it. ‘Take the kit with you.’

The edges of the stone pavers were sharp against Cerise’s knees when she took her place, but she barely noticed the discomfort. She was too distracted by the serpent on the ground in front of her – now awake and flicking its forked tongue into the air. The kit seemed to sense danger. Cerise felt its tiny heart beating faster than angelfly wings.

‘Now then …’ The Reverend Mother reached behind her and produced a small wire cage, which she placed on the ground directly in front of Cerise. Approximately two hand-widths wide and deep, the cage was open at the top. Along the front wall were six evenly spaced holes, large enough to let the viper inside but too small to allow the rabbit to escape. The holes were facing the serpent, creating a short, straight path from its resting place to the six entrances. ‘Place the kit inside the cage.’

Cerise did as she was told.

‘The serpent will enter the cage,’ the Reverend Mother said, ‘through one of the six front holes. It will not enter from the top. I know this because it is a simple creature and I can See which path it will choose. Close your eyes, clear your mind, and you will See it, too. Once you know the correct entrance, point to it, and I will spare your kit.’ The Reverend Mother didn’t speak the alternative, but it hung thicker than pollen in the air.

Before Cerise could prepare herself, the snake uncoiled into a slow, predatory crawl that revealed the pattern of red interlocking circles on its back. A lowland flamewinder. If there was a more excruciating way to die, she couldn’t think of one. She clenched her eyes shut and focused on the warmth within her chest, holding tightly to the glow before it gave way to prickles of anxiety.

Which path will the serpent choose? she asked herself.

There was only darkness behind her eyelids.

She tried again to coax the answer from her mind’s eye. Which path?

Nothing. Not even a flicker of divination passed through her. She had just exhaled to steady her nerves when something happened that curdled her blood.

The kit began to scream.

Cerise opened her eyes in horror. She had never heard a rabbit scream. She hadn’t even known it was possible. It was an eerie sound, so charged with human emotion that she could easily mistake it for the cry of a child. The kit shrieked louder as it watched the snake approach; then, in hysterical panic, it hopped repeatedly against the wire walls, hurtling its tiny body into the barriers with an audible thud thud thud.

‘Draw from your compassion,’ the Reverend Mother said.

Cerise refocused, drawing from not only her compassion but every single emotion within her until she feared she might burst from the strain. Sweat slicked her body, making her shiver. She cleared her mind and opened her heart. When that didn’t work, she silently pleaded to the goddess for an answer.

Which path will it choose?

No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t See the snake in her mind’s eye. The kit sent up a series of screams – death cries – as the serpent poked its head through the third lowest hole and drew back to strike.

Cerise plunged her hand into the cage at the exact moment the snake lunged forward. A pair of needle-sharp fangs sank into her forearm, and then came a pain so acute there wasn’t a name for it. She screamed from the pits of her lungs without a care for her reputation as a lady of the temple. Let the goddess Shiera take her – death would be a mercy. Fire boiled the blood inside her veins. The scent of charred flesh filled her nostrils. She expected her sleeve to erupt into flames, but instead of bursting outward, the heat compounded from within, doubling in intensity until spots danced in her vision.

The next thing she knew, the Reverend Mother was at her side, using her power as a healer to draw out the venom. Blood flowed from the wounds in a thin stream that fell to the ground and congealed there in a burgundy pool. Beside the bloody pool lay the snake, either coiled in slumber or dead. She couldn’t tell which. The venom left her veins, taking the fire with it, but even after the pain receded, she sobbed into her sleeve.

‘Control yourself,’ chided the Reverend Mother. She sat back on her heels and shook her head. ‘Well, I certainly did not foresee that. Once again, you have confounded me. I don’t know what to do with you.’

‘I tried, Your Grace. I promise –’ Cerise cut off with a hitched breath, although there wasn’t more to say. They both knew the truth and – more importantly – what it meant. Priests were the sole wielders of magic. Seers were oracles, foretelling paths to the future. A handful of exceptional Seers, like the Reverend Mother, also possessed the gift of healing. But Cerise’s only gift was the ability to bewilder her mentors.

The Reverend Mother turned her attention to the stony ground and used her healing energy to separate the venom from the blood. The mass split into two liquid orbs, one yellow, the other red, until the venom formed a pearl of pure toxin. Blood was free, but poison was too precious to waste, especially when rumors buzzed of impending war. The toxin would be crafted into a weapon and stored for defense.

‘Do not be discouraged,’ the Reverend Mother said in a voice devoid of hope. ‘We still have time.’

Three moons. That was how much time Cerise had until she turned twenty and celebrated her Claiming Day, the final occasion upon which her gifts – assuming she had any – would manifest. If she didn’t receive the Sight by then, she never would. It was the same for all second-born children given in service to the goddess. But in the nineteen years Cerise had lived at the temple, she had never met a Seer or a priest who had waited so long to receive a gift. In all likelihood, she didn’t possess one, and then what was she meant to do? There weren’t many options for ladies of noble birth, and as a second-born, she was forbidden to marry. The temple would keep her on, but only as a serving maid. She shuddered when she imagined what that would look like – cooking and cleaning for each new class of oracles, fading with age while they stayed perpetually young and full of promise.

Time would forget her. She might even forget herself.

The faint clicking of shoes sounded from the northern temple entrance, where a manservant strode toward them. As he crossed the courtyard, Cerise studied his clothes, which were simple and gray to match his station as a giftless second-born. Had the man dreamed of becoming a priest? Had he fantasized about changing the world with his magic? And had he been as heartbroken on his Claiming Day as she was bound to be on hers?

‘Your Grace,’ he said, bowing to the Reverend Mother. ‘The Solon family is waiting for your student in the visitors’ chamber.’

Cerise blinked in surprise. What were her parents doing here? They had already visited her once during the last lunar cycle. She hadn’t expected them to return until her Claiming Day.

‘Show them into the garden room and offer them a tray of refreshments.’ The Reverend Mother lifted a hand to indicate Cerise’s bloodstained dress. ‘Their daughter will join them once she has made herself presentable.’

‘Yes, Your Grace.’

‘And remove this’ – pointing at the flamewinder venom – ‘to the arsenal, and this’ – indicating the blood – ‘to the sacrificial altar.’

‘At once, Your Grace.’

After the manservant filled two vials and carried them away, Cerise risked a glance at the Reverend Mother. ‘What will you tell them?’

‘The truth, Cerise. Which I’m sure they would prefer hearing from you.’

That wasn’t the case. The last thing her parents wanted was the truth.

‘Now go and change your dress,’ the Reverend Mother said as she placed something warm and soft into Cerise’s hands. It was the rabbit kit, which had grown still – too still. ‘Calm yourself,’ the Reverend Mother added with a sharp glance. ‘The creature is alive. Its heart was strained during the ordeal. Return it to the hutch, where it can rest.’

Cerise stroked the kit’s long ears. ‘Will it survive, Your Grace?’

Instead of answering, the Reverend Mother regarded a droplet of blood on a stone paver near the cage. She scrubbed the spot clean with the toe of her shoe and repeated, ‘Go and change your dress.’




[image: ]
CHAPTER TWO

Cerise descended the marble staircase from her quarters on the second floor, having donned a fresh gown and scrubbed her face and arms until they glowed. She brushed a hand over her pleated skirts, and as she did so, she admired the subtle shift in tone from stark white at the bodice to midnight black at the hem. The shades blended so seamlessly that she couldn’t tell where one ended and the next began. Like all of her clothing, the gown reflected her status as a Seer in training – less elaborate than the Reverend Mother’s gilded robes but finer than the gray linen of a servant. The satiny fabric was as smooth as glass and rustled when she moved, but mostly she loved what the shades represented: the balance between darkness and light, like the goddess Shiera herself.

Cerise dreaded the day when she would have to surrender it.

When she reached the atrium at the base of the steps, she glanced left toward the garden room and caught herself clenching her shoulders. She practiced her calming exercises, one slow breath after another, and while her muscles unwound, she turned her gaze to the domed ceiling, where murals painted in animated oils acted out the history of her people.

The first scene depicted Shiera crafting four land masses and setting the world in motion around the sun. Those four lands – Calatris, Mortara, Solon, and Petros – bore all known life, each ruled by a dynasty of corresponding name. As for Shiera, no one knew her true form. Her only visit to the world of men had been a thousand years ago during the Great Betrayal, and accounts from that time varied widely. Here, she was depicted as a fierce beauty, her limbs battle-strong and her face divided into equal halves: one beaming with mercy, the other contorted in wrath. That was how Cerise liked to picture the goddess, though the dark half would give her chills if she looked at it for too long.

A shiver passed through her, and she turned away.

She swept across the atrium toward the adjoining garden room. The sweet scent of moon blossoms greeted her before she reached the doorway. Once inside, she pushed through a wall of humidity to find her parents seated on a velvet divan, teacups in hand, their brunette heads – nearly identical in shade to her own – tipped close in conversation. They looked up, and she offered a tentative grin.

‘Darling,’ called her mother, at once setting her teacup on the serving table and striding forward with her silk-draped arms open wide. Her amber eyes, which Cerise had inherited, were so bright with excitement that Cerise nearly forgot her worries. At least until after the embrace, when her mother pulled back with a silent question lifting her brows.

‘Nothing has changed,’ Cerise admitted.

Her mother took an abrupt interest in the floor. Her father had dropped his gaze as well. Their disappointment was nearly as thick as the heated moisture in the air.

Still looking down, Father cleared his throat. ‘There’s plenty of time, my dear.’

‘That’s what the Reverend Mother says,’ Cerise told him.

‘Well, she’s right,’ came a new voice, and a lady’s form stepped out from behind a vine-covered lattice near the rear wall. Tall and slim, the woman was dressed in silk finery and wore a dark veil that concealed every inch of her hair and face. ‘I’ve been telling you that for years.’

Cerise gasped. ‘Nina!’

Temple rules forgotten, Cerise bolted to her sister and threw both arms around her neck in a running hug that knocked their bodies into the latticework. Nina didn’t seem to mind. She drew Cerise more tightly against her and whispered, ‘I missed you.’

‘I missed you, too,’ Cerise muttered around a mouthful of veil. Now she understood why her parents had come: Nina was visiting. None of them had seen Nina since last spring, when she married a wealthy fourth-born Calatris gentleman and moved away to live on his estate.

‘How long are you here?’ Cerise asked.

‘Long enough to visit you one more time before I leave.’ Nina stood back. ‘Now let me look at you.’

‘No, let me look at you.’ Cerise reached for her sister’s veil. When Nina stiffened, Cerise glanced over her shoulder to ensure their family was alone. ‘No one will see.’

‘All right.’ Nina sighed. ‘But only for a moment.’

Bouncing in anticipation, Cerise lifted the veil from her sister’s head – and then promptly forgot how to breathe. Her blood refused to flow. Words lay dormant on her tongue. All she could do was gaze in wonder at the flawless contours of her sister’s face because Nina was that stunning. She always had been. Nina had inherited their father’s chestnut hair and emerald eyes, but she wore them in a way that made it impossible not to stare. No one could turn away from Nina, and no one could resist her.

That was her firstborn curse.

Not that destructive beauty seemed like much of an affliction. It was also rumored that firstborn Solons were unlucky in love, though couldn’t the same be said of most people? Either way, Nina claimed that her appearance caused nothing but trouble, but the Solon allure was certainly preferable to the Petros bloodlust or the Calatris delirium. Firstborns in those families would eagerly trade places with Nina. And then there was the Mortara curse. Theirs was truly chilling.

‘That’s enough.’ Nina let the veil fall back into place.

Cerise protested, causing their mother to intervene.

‘Come and sit down, both of you. The Reverend Mother will be here soon.’

As if on cue, the noise of swishing robes approached, and the Reverend Mother glided into the room wearing the polite smile she reserved for nobility. As High Seer, she outranked Cerise’s father, but noble families had deep pockets, and the temple couldn’t thrive on taxes alone.

‘Welcome,’ the Reverend Mother said. ‘May Shiera’s light shine upon you.’

Everyone dipped their heads, chanting in response, ‘And may her wrathful eye look away.’

Cerise sat in between her parents on the divan while Nina took the chair opposite the Reverend Mother. When everyone had settled, Cerise waited to hear the usual report regarding her progress or lack thereof. But as the Reverend Mother opened her mouth to speak, she gave a grunt of pain instead. Her posture slouched, both hands falling onto her lap as her head lolled forward.

Cerise extended her arms in front of her parents. ‘Don’t touch her,’ she warned. ‘You’ll break the trance.’

‘This is no ordinary trance,’ Nina whispered, watching the High Seer begin to tremble.

Nina was right. Any force powerful enough to drain the Reverend Mother had to be a revelation, an incredibly rare gift. Cerise had lived at the temple since birth, and she had only witnessed the phenomenon twice. The process was more delicate than a soap bubble – one errant move and the spiritual connection would pop.

The Reverend Mother drew a raspy breath and spoke in a guttural voice that raised the hairs on Cerise’s arms. ‘As above, so below. The flame you seek to dampen will consume you.’

As Cerise leaned forward, eager to hear more, her mother gripped her hand and squeezed it hard enough to grind her bones. Cerise wrenched her hand free. Glancing at her parents, she noticed they had paled. A revelation was a frightening thing to watch, especially for the first time.

‘Don’t be afraid,’ she whispered.

As abruptly as the trance had begun, it ended. The Reverend Mother snapped to attention in her chair, her chest heaving and her eyes wide with an emotion Cerise didn’t know how to read. The Reverend Mother had always been so perfectly composed that any display of feeling on her face seemed foreign.

‘Your Grace,’ Cerise said. ‘Are you all right? Do you want me to fetch a healer?’

The Reverend Mother peered back at her in an odd way, moving her gaze over Cerise’s features deliberately, like an artist trying to memorize a vanishing subject.

‘Your Grace?’ Cerise repeated.

‘Come,’ the Reverend Mother commanded, waving Cerise toward the exit. The Reverend Mother stood from her chair and told the others, ‘Please stay here and enjoy your refreshments. Cerise and I will return momentarily.’

Her parents traded a look of confusion but said nothing.

After Cerise followed the Reverend Mother out of the garden room and into the adjoining atrium, she lowered her voice and asked again, ‘Your Grace? Are you well?’

‘Oh, do be quiet,’ she dismissed. ‘I need to think.’

Cerise pressed her lips together. She should have fetched a healer without asking for permission. If she summoned one now, she would be guilty of disobedience and thus barred from the supper hall.

‘Listen to me,’ the Reverend Mother said. ‘I have an opportunity for you.’

At that, Cerise inclined her head. She had only received orders until now, never opportunities.

‘You may remain here with me at the temple,’ the Reverend Mother said. ‘But I do not believe this is your place. Today I learned that my oldest and most trusted servant has died. I believe your purpose is to replace her as the temple emissary to His Majesty Kian Hannibal Mortara.’

‘The Half King?’ Cerise blurted. At once, her cheeks heated. She shouldn’t have called him by such a vulgar nickname. ‘I mean, the king?’

‘Is there another?’ quipped the Reverend Mother.

No, there wasn’t. That was why the Allied Realm sat on the brink of war. The king was the last surviving member of the royal line, and all priests were bound in service to him. But he was a firstborn noble and carried his bloodline’s curse. Every night at sunset, he turned to shadow. Every dawn made him whole again. Eventually he would lose his daylight hours as well, until he vanished forever, like all of the Mortara firstborns who had come before him. When that happened, the Allied Realm would be without a ruler for the first time in recorded history.

‘But why me?’ Cerise asked. ‘I don’t understand.’ She flinched as she said it, waiting for the inevitable rebuke.

But it didn’t come. For the first time in nineteen years, the Reverend Mother looked torn, as though she were fighting an invisible battle inside her mind. Her indecisiveness scared Cerise more than the woman’s temper ever had.

Finally, the Reverend Mother admitted in a quiet voice, ‘I have Seen more than the death of the king’s emissary. I have foreseen a possible end to the curses.’

Cerise gasped. ‘That’s a miracle, Your Grace!’

‘No, it is not,’ the Reverend Mother snapped. She glanced around as if to ensure no one was listening. ‘Not yet. That’s why we must be discreet. The path for this outcome is narrow – more narrow than a strand of hair. To break the curses, the goddess must be appeased through tests and trials and sacrifices.’

‘As above, so below,’ Cerise repeated. ‘The flame you seek to dampen will consume you. Is that what you meant by the flame? Is it one of the trials?’

‘I do not know.’ The Reverend Mother exhaled heavily through her nose. ‘I could not See any of it clearly. The details of this future are clouded because its path is entwined with yours.’

Cerise felt her eyes go wide. ‘Mine?’

‘Yes. And now more than ever, you confound me.’

‘But …’ Cerise shook her head. None of this made sense. Had she somehow muddied the Reverend Mother’s revelation? Even if she was a complete failure as an oracle, surely she didn’t have the power to affect holy visions.

Did she?

‘Have I done something wrong?’ she asked.

The Reverend Mother arched an eyebrow. ‘You tell me, Cerise. Have you?’

‘No, Your Grace,’ she promised, though that wasn’t entirely true.

‘Then you have nothing to worry about,’ the Reverend Mother said. ‘The goddess has allowed me to See precisely one clear vision of you.’

Cerise perked up.

‘In my vision,’ the Reverend Mother whispered, ‘you were seated at a desk in the palace, studying the notes and the journal entries left behind for you by the former emissary. You were learning her role – quite dutifully, I might add.’

Cerise waited to hear more, but apparently, that was the end of it. She tried her best to hide her disappointment. She had hoped the vision would reveal something exciting, or at the very least help her understand why this ‘narrow path’ intersected with hers.

‘Is that all I’m meant to do, Your Grace?’ she asked. ‘Is that my only role in breaking the curses? Being an emissary?’

‘Is that all?’ the Reverend Mother repeated, leveling her with a glare. ‘Have you taken leave of your senses?’

Oh, no. She’d said the wrong thing. Again.

‘Have you forgotten your lessons?’ the Reverend Mother went on. ‘Every element of a path – down to a singular insect – is critical to its outcome. We may not understand the insect’s role until the future comes to pass. A hornet might sting a beast and spur the animal into a hunter’s range, providing nourishment, sustaining the journey of dozens of men who might have otherwise starved. Your duties as emissary may lead you to uncover a critical detail, make a new ally, or inspire a discovery that results in breaking the curses. Whatever your role may be, it is no more – and no less – important than that of the hornet. So how dare you ask me is that all?’

The fire of ten suns blazed in Cerise’s cheeks. ‘I’m sorry, Your Grace. I didn’t mean it like –’

‘Oh, save your excuses. You infuriate me.’

The last thing Cerise wanted to do was ask another question. But there was no alternative. She raised her hand like a youngling seeking permission to visit the privy … and hated herself for it. If only she had the Sight, she would know the answers.

‘Please, Your Grace,’ she said.

‘What is it now?’

‘May I ask what I would be expected to do as emissary?’

The Reverend Mother nodded. ‘Nothing beyond your scope. Your duties will include attending meetings with the king, advising him on matters of faith, and representing your goddess properly by conducting yourself as a lady of the temple.’

That didn’t help to clarify the role. Cerise couldn’t visualize any of her proposed duties except for the last one. She knew how to behave like a lady, at least most of the time.

‘So?’ the Reverend Mother asked. ‘Do you accept?’

Cerise pushed down the fear that had risen in her chest. She couldn’t possibly say no, not if there was a chance, however slim, that her role at court could end a thousand years of suffering. She had no idea how to be an emissary, but her predecessor had left behind notes and journal entries to guide her. That was a start.

‘Yes, Your Grace,’ she said.

‘Good. There is one other thing.’ The Reverend Mother leaned closer. ‘In my vision, I sensed enemies of the goddess – nameless, faceless men who serve false idols. It may not be easy to tell them apart, so be careful who you trust. And even within …’ She cut off, seeming to consider her words.

‘Even within …?’ Cerise prompted.

‘Even within our own Order,’ she whispered, her voice barely discernible, ‘there are overzealous servants of the goddess who believe that suffering is the only path to atonement. They may not want the suffering to end for the noble houses. The vision was fractured, incomplete. I could not discern what the goddess’s will is in this, only that there is a chance. We must protect this fragile thing. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

Cerise didn’t need the Sight to know exactly what kind of priest the Reverend Mother was describing. Most priests were calm and gentle. Then there were others – men with sharp, cold gazes who seemed to enjoy nothing more than catching a novice breaking a rule. She already did her best to avoid those men. And until the will of the goddess was clear, it was her sacred duty to protect the vision, much like a rabbit kit in her palm.

‘Yes, Your Grace.’

‘Keep the revelation to yourself,’ the Reverend Mother said, ‘until you know who your allies are.’

‘Yes, Your Grace. When do I leave?’

‘At once. I will order a carriage to take you to the harbor. The journey to Mortara will last several days, and there’s not a moment to waste. Go and say goodbye to your family. I’ll fetch a team of servants to help you pack.’

At once? Cerise reeled. This was happening too quickly.

In a daze, she returned to the garden room to share the news with her family. She barely registered what she told them. When she had finished speaking, no one replied. Her parents sat frozen with their lips parted. Nina’s expression was hidden by her veil, but she had gone unnaturally still, too. Cerise understood their shock – she felt it herself – but she had expected a hint of excitement from her family, or at least pride in her sudden rise in station.

‘I know I don’t deserve it,’ she said. ‘But to serve at court is a great honor.’

Her mother blinked as if waking from a dream. ‘Oh, my dear, of course you deserve this honor and a thousand more. The king would be lucky to have you. We’re just …’

‘Concerned,’ Father finished.

‘That’s right,’ Mama said. ‘The temple is the safest place for you.’

‘For anyone,’ he interjected.

‘Yes, for anyone,’ Mama agreed. ‘And it’s close enough for us to visit you.’

‘The palace is too far for us to travel,’ Father said. ‘You should stay here.’

Cerise shook her head. The time for making choices was over. ‘I’m supposed to say goodbye. The Reverend Mother told me I leave right away.’

There was a collective silence, followed by an exchange of loaded glances. Then Mama forced a smile and patted the cushion beside her. Cerise sat down in between her parents, and Mama retrieved an object from her silk satchel.

‘Take this.’ Mama pressed a smooth, flat disc into Cerise’s palm. ‘Father has the other one. You can use it to talk to us while you’re away.’

Cerise glanced at the object and found it was a heartrending mirror, named for its use by parted lovers to communicate in secret. She had never owned one before, but she knew how it worked. Holding up the mirror, she saw the tan lining of Father’s pocket. His fingers became visible, and then his face as he pulled out the mirror and delivered a grin that didn’t reach his eyes.

‘You were never allowed to have one of these before,’ he said into the glass. ‘But now that you won’t live in the temple …’

Cerise didn’t hear anything beyond the words you won’t live in the temple. She couldn’t conceive of such a thing. It would be easier to imagine wearing someone else’s skin. She had never left the temple grounds, except for trips to the market. Now she would leave for an entirely new land. Part of her life was ending, and she hadn’t even Seen it coming.

Moisture blurred her vision.

‘None of that,’ commanded Nina, who had stayed silent for so long that Cerise had nearly forgotten she was there. ‘Mama? Father? May I say goodbye to Cerise in private?’

Their parents nodded and strode out to the atrium.

‘Listen to me, because we don’t have much time,’ Nina said as she sat beside Cerise on the divan. Reaching beneath the neckline of her dress, Nina retrieved a golden chain, which she pulled over her veil until it was free. The chain bore a misshapen, tarnished link that looked like it might once have been a ring. ‘I want you to wear this for protection.’

Cerise took the chain and inspected its battered pendant. She had little experience with enchanted relics, but nothing about this one seemed particularly special. ‘What is it?’

‘I can’t tell you.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because some magic is bound by secrets. Now put it on.’

‘But how does it work?’

‘Never mind that.’ Impatiently, Nina looped the chain around Cerise’s neck, then shoved a hand down the front of her temple dress and proceeded to stuff the ugly pendant between her breasts.

‘Nina!’ Cerise batted away her sister’s hands.

‘Bloody crows, Cerise. We have the same body parts.’

‘That doesn’t mean I want you touching mine!’

‘Fine.’ Nina held up her hands. ‘Just promise you’ll never take it off.’

‘Not even to bathe?’

‘Not even then. And don’t let anyone see it – not the king, not his priests, not the Reverend Mother – no one.’

‘What about Mama and Father?’

Nina flipped back her veil and showed her face. That was how Cerise knew her sister was serious. ‘No one. Promise me.’

Lost in the haze of Nina’s beauty, Cerise heard herself say, ‘I promise.’

Nina lowered her veil at the precise moment the Reverend Mother reentered the room. ‘Come, Cerise,’ she ordered. ‘Your carriage is here.’

‘Already?’ Cerise glanced in the direction of her bedroom. Surely she owned more possessions than a servant could have packed by now.

‘It’s done. Now come, girl. Don’t make me tell you again.’

‘Yes, Your Grace.’

As Cerise made her way out of the garden room and noticed the luggage waiting for her on the other side, a thought occurred to her. She wondered what type of clothing the servants had packed for her. Would she continue to wear the gown of an oracle in training? Would she change into the robes of a novice Seer? Or would the king expect her to dress for court in the same silk finery that Mama and Nina wore? None of those roles fit. Cerise wasn’t an oracle – at least she didn’t think so – and her status as a second-born meant she belonged in service to the goddess, not to the world of men.

What was she now?

She wanted to ask, but she had already tested the Reverend Mother’s patience too much to broach a topic as frivolous as clothing. So she remained silent and exchanged goodbye kisses with her family. After they left, the Reverend Mother settled a hand on Cerise’s shoulder and said her own goodbye.

‘This is where our paths diverge, my girl. I will miss you, even though you confounded me to the end of my wits.’

‘I’m sure I’ll be back someday, Your Grace.’

The Reverend Mother shook her head. ‘I do not know where your path ends, but you will never return to this temple.’

Cerise chose not to point out all the times the Reverend Mother had been wrong about her path. The future could change. She had to believe it was possible to come home to her temple. Any other outcome was too frightening to consider.

‘Remember, my girl, calm and compassion will guide you. Do not be afraid. Keep the vision alive, even if it means keeping it to yourself.’ The Reverend Mother turned her eyes to the animated murals on the ceiling. ‘The goddess has plans for you, Cerise.’

When Cerise looked up, her gaze found the wrathful side of Shiera’s face – one eye blazing, half an upper lip hitched above a lethal incisor. A chill skittered down her spine. She had no doubt the goddess had redirected her path.

But which side had plotted the course?
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CHAPTER THREE

With no windows in her cabin, Cerise caught her first glimpse of Mortara when the ship docked and she made her way onto the deck. The first sensation to strike her was the heat. Goddess. Scorching and dry, it swept over her like the bellows of a flame, heady with the scents of lemongrass and musk. In the time it took for her to walk to the railing, she learned she would have to find a different wardrobe than the satiny dresses she had worn at the temple. Something loose and airy, like the clothes that the scurrying dockworkers and line-handlers wore, with long, linen sleeves to stave off the sun.

Voices tumbled over one another, creating a cacophony as workers used pulleys to unload boxes and trunks onto the dock. Cerise put on her best temple demeanor and nodded at some of the sailors as she passed, then looked away from the bustle of activity and surveyed the land that would be her new home.

To the west, greenish-brown clover rolled as far as she could see, leading to a mountain range on the horizon. The crags pushed to the sky – cruel, jagged peaks that sent a shiver down her spine.

That was the place.

The place where the Great Betrayal happened.

The very same mountain peak on which the four noble dynasties had gathered together and conspired to slay the goddess. Conspired and failed, resulting in a thousand years of curses for the noble firstborns and the lands of Mortara.

Very little of value was produced here, barring a few spices and rare gems from the mountains. Most of the vegetation was cultivated with the magic of the palace priests, or else imported from the other lands. She glanced down at the water sloshing against the dock, finding no trace of floating seagrass or saltweed.

Not even fish could thrive in such a cursed place.

To the east stood one of the city’s outer walls, constructed from stone and tall enough that only the temple spire was visible above it. She didn’t know what manner of protection the wall provided, but there were tales of strange beasts and anomalies created by the goddess’s spilled blood. Cerise had assumed that some of the stories were fables.

Well, she was among fables now.

***

Dusk had fallen during the ride to the palace, which meant the king had vanished for the evening. Cerise couldn’t deny the relief that swept over her as the sun dipped closer to the horizon. She didn’t want to meet the king until she was fresh and rested. She didn’t want to meet anyone until she’d had a proper bath. With any luck, she would arrive at suppertime and avoid introductions until morning.

Two guards met her carriage at the gatehouse, each man dressed in a lightweight tan uniform that bore the Mortara crest of a single mountain divided in half by a spear. The guards wore metal blades at their hips. Cerise studied the tapered edges and the needle-fine points of each sword. She had never seen a weapon up close before. There had been no need for them at the temple. Priests provided defense as well as instruction.

All thoughts of weapons disappeared as the gatehouse doors parted to reveal a crowd of palace workers waiting on the other side. She had just enough time to blink before the crowd erupted in a chorus of cheers.

Panic rose in her chest. What was happening?

Someone shouted, ‘She’s here! The blessed oracle is here!’

The blessed oracle?

Did they have her confused with someone else? It was all she could do to remain in her seat and not run headlong back to the harbor. There were so many people surrounding the carriage – maids and cooks, grooms and groundskeepers – a hundred of them, at least, all rising onto their tiptoes and craning their necks to catch a glimpse of her through the window.

Just when she thought her heart might beat out of her chest, she heard a man call, ‘That is enough!’ and in the span of a single breath, hundreds of voices went silent. The palace workers collectively backed away from the gatehouse, giving the carriage plenty of room to pull forward … and allowing Cerise to exhale.

The carriage came to a stop, the door opened, and a guard assisted her in stepping down onto the royal lawn. She peered through the crowd to identify the man who had tamed them, and she found him right away. There was no mistaking his gilded robes or the intricate, woven symbols that displayed his status. The high priest of Shiera, arguably the most powerful man alive, was gliding in her direction, leading two rows of priests behind him.

At once, Cerise stood with respect: backbone locked, chin high, fingers laced in front of her, blocking out every other person in her periphery. But as the distance between them closed, she had to fight to keep the shock from showing on her face.

The high priest was alarmingly young, with barely a hint of gray hair threaded among the blond at his temples and in the whiskers of his neatly trimmed beard. Even in the growing darkness, she could see his eyes were bluer than a peacock feather, set in a pleasant face that radiated confidence and calm. She wondered what powers the man must possess to entitle him to such a position at his age. His gift must be incredible.

He stopped in front of her, smiling with tenderness. ‘Welcome, child.’

Cerise found her wits and lowered in a deep curtsy. ‘Your Grace.’

‘The Reverend Mother was right. I sense you have a generous spirit.’ He touched her cheek, indicating for her to stand. ‘You may call me Father Padron. I’m delighted to welcome you to the palace, Cerise.’ He offered his elbow to her. ‘May I escort you inside?’

‘It would be my honor, Your Gr –’ She cut off and corrected, ‘Father Padron.’

She took his arm, but the oppressive heat made her wish that she hadn’t. His added warmth sent a flush to her face, a reaction that didn’t escape his notice.

‘Ah, yes, you must be sweltering,’ he said. ‘I ordered a new set of gowns from the city temple and had them delivered to your chambers.’

‘That was thoughtful of you.’

The crowd parted for them, and Cerise walked past the palace workers, smiling and nodding as she went along. She felt a pull at her skirts, and she glanced aside to find an elderly maid touching her gown with one hand while signing with the other. The old woman tapped her wrinkled forehead and then drew a triangle there. Cerise didn’t understand what the sign meant, but Father Padron had seen it, too, and he stopped short, his arm tense beneath her hand.

Her stomach sank. Whatever the sign was, the priests didn’t seem overly fond of it. Father Padron excused himself and circled behind her to speak in hushed tones with one of his men. Moments later, he rejoined her, and they continued on as if nothing had happened. When Cerise glanced behind them, the old woman and the priest were gone.

‘The staring is harmless, but remember your place,’ Father Padron said. ‘You’re an emissary and a lady of the temple. You’re to be respected but not worshipped.’

Worshipped? Was that what the old woman had done with her triangle sign? Engaged in idolatry – in plain sight of the priests? No, the sign must have meant something else. Nobody in their right mind would be so reckless.

‘Yes, Your Grace,’ she told Father Padron. ‘I would never encourage idolatry.’

‘I know you wouldn’t, Cerise,’ he said with a reassuring pat on her hand. ‘I also want you to remember that you are beholden to no layman. Everyone at court will address you as my lady, even the king. If you encounter any disrespect, I want to hear about it.’

‘Thank you, Your Grace,’ she told him.

Once they cleared the last vestiges of the crowd, she finally got her first unobstructed view of the palace … and gasped.

Dusk had cast shadows all around, and yet a glow emanated from the palace that was radiant enough to blind the heavens. She shielded her eyes and gazed ahead in wonder. The last flickers of sunlight glittered like countless stars across the castle’s crystallized stone facade. The castle design was simple, a hexagon of walls with a tower at each point, but anything more ornate would have detracted from its beauty. Ahead of her, luscious trees laden with all manner of citrus fruit, all of it magically enhanced, lined the grass-carpeted pathway to the main doors.

Ten generations of priests had served this place well. They even seemed to have cooled the air in a protective bubble around the palace. The imprint of their magic was all around her. Though old and faded, she tasted the power on her tongue like the metallic tang before an electrical storm. She kept the observation to herself, though. She had never met an oracle in training who could taste magic, only priests, and she didn’t want to give the Order any reason to investigate her for unnatural tendencies.

‘Ah, yes,’ chuckled Father Padron. ‘The palace is a spectacular sight, especially for a newcomer.’

The sky dimmed to a purple haze, and strands of overhead globes illuminated to take its place.

‘Indeed,’ she agreed. ‘Thank you for your kindness in welcoming me here.’

‘It’s nothing. I remember my first excursion outside the temple.’ His lips twitched in a wistful grin. ‘It was a rather … trying … adjustment. Now I do my best to make the transition more comfortable for others.’

‘In which temple were you raised?’ she asked.

‘Calatris,’ he said. ‘Northwestern Calatris to be exact, where summertime means a thin sheet of snow beneath your boots instead of a drift knee-high.’

She pictured him at her age, innocent and wide-eyed, his face smooth-shaven and perspiring in the Calatris heat. The mental image made her smile. She still couldn’t believe how young he was – or that he had honored her with a personal escort to the palace. It was a rare treat to speak with him at all. Most ladies of the temple – gentlemen, too – went their entire lives without meeting the Order’s high priest.

‘It’s important for your mental wellness that you maintain a worship schedule,’ he advised as they continued up the path, passing neatly planted rows of blossoming pear trees. ‘You may join the Order in using the palace sanctuary. It’s in a detached building near the east gardens. Laymen aren’t permitted inside.’

Ah. Cerise understood his message. The sanctuary was an escape from court. She was glad to hear it, especially with the press of people behind her. She could almost feel their gazes on her back. She couldn’t imagine what she had done to merit such a reception.

‘And His Majesty asked me to convey his regrets at not being able to greet you in person.’ Father Padron used a hand to indicate the shadows tumbling down the stone steps at the entrance in front of them. ‘He is indisposed until morning.’

‘I look forward to meeting him,’ she said. ‘May I inquire about His Majesty?’

‘You may ask me anything, Cerise.’

‘When he vanishes at night … where does he go? Is he in all of the shadows?’

She glanced at the dark silhouette of her own form, and her imagination conjured a pair of invisible eyes looking back at her. She had heard stories that the king’s nights in the shadows had acquainted him with demons, and that he’d made deals to prevent his parents from conceiving another heir. She didn’t believe that – not really – but there had also been chatter in the market last year, whispers of unnatural deaths at the palace. The former king and queen had been found dead in their chambers, their rigid bodies an identical shade of bluish gray. And according to palace servants, Kian hadn’t seemed surprised by the news.

Rumors and nonsense. Probably.

There was a smile in Father Padron’s voice when he answered. ‘His Majesty once told me that he has no memory of his nighttime hours, and that he awakes at sunrise as if he’d merely blinked. I have no reason to doubt him.’

She preferred that answer to the thought of the king spying on her through the shadows. She wanted to ask another, more delicate question. The Mortara curse differed from that of the other noble dynasties. For Solon, Calatris, and Petros firstborns, their curse manifested fully on their twentieth birthday, their Claiming Day. After that, the nobles lived on for any number of years, or at least survived, if living was too generous a word. But Mortara firstborns began disappearing at sunset on their Claiming Day, and in the year that followed, the curse consumed their daytime hours as well, until the firstborn faded out of existence. Few Mortara firstborns survived beyond twenty-one. The king likely had six more moons before he vanished forever and left behind a war for his empty throne. The exact timing would depend on how far the curse had advanced, how quickly it was consuming him during the day.

‘After sunrise,’ Cerise began. ‘Is His Majesty fully present until the sun sets?’

‘Fully present?’ Father Padron asked. ‘No, unfortunately he is not. The curse has infringed on His Majesty’s daylight hours, though I’m unable to say to what extent. His Majesty keeps to himself during the day, as is his privilege.’

‘I see.’

‘You may consider asking his courtesan,’ Father Padron suggested. ‘She would know better than I how the king passes his time.’

Cerise doubted that would provide an answer. If the king’s courtesan had any regard for him, she would never betray his secrets.

‘Here we are,’ Father Padron said as they climbed the steps and entered the castle foyer. ‘Ah, there’s Daerick.’ He nodded at a tall, dark-haired boy loitering at the base of the staircase. The boy was dressed in a blue silk shirt tucked into slim-fitting trousers, and there seemed to be something akin to bean sprouts dangling from his chin. On closer inspection, she found it was a beard … more or less. He was watching her, too, but with an expression of interest instead of morbid fascination. ‘I’ll let him show you to your quarters. I have a matter to attend to.’

Cerise wondered if the ‘matter’ was about the elderly woman who had been ushered away. Father Padron seemed gentle, but some of his priests might not be, and Cerise didn’t want the woman punished too harshly for the sign she had made. But despite Father Padron’s invitation to ask him anything, the topic seemed too charged for their first meeting. She would ask him about it tomorrow.

‘Cerise,’ Father Padron said. ‘This is Daerick Calatris, the king’s private historian. No one knows more about the sacred scrolls than he does. In fact, I believe he can recite them from memory –’

‘In ten languages,’ Daerick interjected. ‘Not that I’m counting.’

‘So if anyone can assist you in your new role, it’s him.’

‘I’m grateful for the help,’ she said. ‘My appointment as His Majesty’s emissary was abrupt. I have much to learn. I look forward to working with you, Lord Calatris.’

Daerick bowed. ‘Not nearly as much as I do, my lady.’ He spoke without a hint of sarcasm, smiling in a way that crinkled the skin around his eyes. Cerise noticed that his irises were deep brown, brimming with a sharpness that reflected his intelligence.

He must be a firstborn.

Sympathy tugged at her ribs. The Calatris curse was one of the cruelest. Scrolls about the Great Betrayal said that a Calatris scholar with a brilliant intellect had devised the method to slay the goddess. As punishment, his firstborn descendants were cursed with more knowledge than the mortal mind could bear. Cerise didn’t want to imagine what Daerick’s smiling eyes would look like when his Claiming Day arrived and filled his mind to breaking point with all the secrets of the universe.

He extended an elbow. ‘Shall we?’

As she settled a hand on his forearm, her insides stirred with guilt. She had always felt a deep connection to the goddess, even the vengeful side of Shiera, because darkness was just as important as the light. But after all this time, surely the goddess would let them break the curses. Surely the debt had been paid.

‘The king dismissed his court a while ago,’ Daerick said, leading her up the stairs, ‘so there are plenty of empty suites. I chose your quarters myself. They’re situated in the best spot. Yours has the most shade during the day, and the windows face east so the sunrise will wake you for morning prayers.’ He added, ‘I know your schedule because my brother lives in a temple on Calatris.’

‘Is he a priest in training?’

‘Yes, his gift manifested on our nineteenth birthday.’

‘Our birthday?’

‘We’re twins. I’m the oldest by three minutes.’ Daerick gave a dry laugh. ‘Lucky me. I inherited the threat of impending delirium, and he inherited the magic. Can you believe in common families it’s the oldest child that has the advantage?’

Yes, she could believe it. Only noble families bore a curse.

‘I envy the commoners. They have more freedom than they realize.’ Daerick covered her hand with his own. ‘I hope to share that freedom. You can’t imagine how excited I was when I heard the rumors about you.’

‘What rumors?’ she asked.

‘That you’re destined to break the noble curses.’

She stopped and gaped at him, nearly tripping on her own shoes. ‘What?’

‘You’re destined to break the noble curses,’ he repeated. ‘Aren’t you?’

Oh, goddess. That explained the crowd at the gates. ‘Who told you that?’

Daerick turned his gaze to the ceiling as if to recall a memory. ‘I heard it from the groundskeeper, who heard it from his wife, who heard it from a stable hand. I think he heard it from someone in the kitchens, and I believe they heard it from a man making a cider delivery to the temple, and after that, I don’t know where the story goes.’

Cerise suppressed yet another surge of panic. She’d heard that gossip ran rampant at court, but she never imagined she could be the subject of it before her own arrival. How had anyone gotten such a twisted version of the truth – or any version of the truth? The revelation was supposed to be a secret. And besides, she was completely ordinary. The goddess hadn’t even gifted her with the Sight. This rumor was a problem, a big one, because it spread false hope. How many firstborn nobles would be crushed to learn that she hadn’t come there to perform a miracle? And what about the king? Did he believe it, too?

Oh, stars, she hoped not. His expectations of her would be impossible.

‘Is that why people think I’m here?’ she asked.

Daerick lowered one brow. ‘Isn’t it? Everyone knows you’re gifted. Why else would the Reverend Mother send a nineteen-year-old girl to replace the old emissary?’

Gifted. The word hit like a punch to the chest.

Daerick was right: an emissary was supposed to be gifted, a person who’d earned the role through decades of experience, not a novice with no talents apart from rescuing rabbit kits and confounding Seers. So when the people of Mortara had learned that the new emissary was nineteen, of course they’d assumed she was remarkable. She should have expected as much, but ironically, she wasn’t even gifted enough to See the most predictable path in front of her.

She would need to let Daerick down easily.

‘Lord Calatris,’ she began.

‘Please call me Daerick.’

‘Daerick,’ she said. ‘I don’t understand my purpose here, because the Reverend Mother couldn’t fully See it. But I do know the rumor you heard about me is wrong.’ Her stomach sank along with Daerick’s expression, but she refused to lie to him. Nothing was crueler than a false promise. ‘I believe in Shiera’s mercy, and I believe the goddess is ready to forgive the world of men. But I don’t know what that looks like. I don’t even have the Sight.’

‘You’re not twenty yet,’ he said. ‘When is your Claiming Day?’

‘In three moons.’

‘Then there’s still time.’

She heaved a sigh. She was tired of hearing that. ‘When is yours?’

‘Five and a half moons, shortly before the king’s birthday.’ He paused thoughtfully for a moment. ‘Did the Reverend Mother specifically say that you couldn’t break the curses?’

‘Well … no,’ she admitted. She had somehow clouded the revelation and stopped the Reverend Mother from Seeing whose role that was. ‘Not in so many words, but I’m sure that’s not why I’m here.’

‘Did she tell you how the old emissary died?’ he asked.

Cerise shook her head. ‘I assumed it was from old age.’

‘Oh, she was ancient, no doubt about it. But time didn’t kill her.’

‘Then what did?’

‘She did.’

Cerise felt her eyebrows jump. ‘Do you mean the emissary ended her own life?’

‘With poison,’ he said. ‘No one knows why. She left behind a note, but it made very little sense. I think the nature of her message might have contributed to the mysticism surrounding your arrival. It sounded prophetic.’

‘What did the note say?’

‘Just a single line,’ Daerick said. ‘As above, so below. The flame you seek to dampen will consume you.’

Chills broke out along Cerise’s arms.

‘At first, I thought it was a reference to something in the sacred scrolls,’ Daerick continued. ‘But I’ve been searching my texts for any mention of dampened flames, and I haven’t found anything.’

‘When exactly did the emissary die?’ Cerise asked.

Daerick considered. ‘Four days ago, midafternoon.’

That was when the Reverend Mother had received her revelation. The timing couldn’t be a coincidence. The Reverend Mother had referred to the old emissary as her most trusted servant. More than likely, the two of them had shared a spiritual connection. But what did that have to do with Cerise? Maybe the woman’s journal would provide a clue – a discovery that might lead to breaking the curses, like the Reverend Mother had said.

‘You know something,’ Daerick said. ‘I can tell.’

She hesitated to say more. She didn’t mind Daerick knowing that she was ordinary. Her lack of Sight was no secret. But any mention of the Reverend Mother’s vision could plant a new crop of harmful rumors, and she wouldn’t let that happen.

‘You don’t trust me,’ he said in a matter-of-fact way.

‘It’s not that.’

‘Don’t worry, my lady.’ He patted her hand as he led her toward the eastern corridor, through halls carpeted in silk and lined with bejeweled mirrors. ‘Trust is earned. But for the record, I’m doing my part to help you. I’ve already gathered a few of the old emissary’s notes, and I’m hunting down the rest. Organization wasn’t her strong suit, I’m afraid.’

‘What about her journal?’

‘That’s on the list. It hasn’t turned up yet, but I’ll find it for you. Until then, all I can do is promise that your secrets are safe with me, just as I hope mine are safe with you. The only way to help each other is to speak freely.’ He lowered his voice to a teasing whisper. ‘Besides, I like you.’

Cerise couldn’t help smiling. She liked him, too. Even though she didn’t fully trust him, she felt safe enough to ask him a question that had seemed too charged for Father Padron.

‘What does this mean?’ she said, imitating the triangular sign she had seen the elderly maid perform.

‘Flaming hell!’ Daerick snatched her hand before she could complete the sign. ‘Don’t do that.’ He glanced all around. Only when he confirmed they were alone did he exhale and release her fingers. ‘Never let anyone see you do that.’

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s apostasy, that’s why.’

Cerise gasped, glancing over her own shoulder. The Order had discretion in handing down their penalties, but the traditional punishment for apostasy was death by a thousand stones. She shuddered to think about that happening to the elderly maid. What had possessed the old woman to make that sign in front of the priests?

Daerick guided her fingers back to the crook of his elbow. ‘I don’t suppose you learned about the Triad.’

She shook her head. She had never heard of it.

‘You know the story about Shiera’s lover?’ he asked. ‘From the Great Betrayal?’

‘Of course.’ As a Solon, she knew better than anyone. A member of her own dynasty had seduced the goddess from the heavens and convinced her to take mortal form so the other nobles could slay her. That was the reason for the Solon curse of destructive allure.

‘Well, there’s an old rumor,’ Daerick went on, ‘that the Solon seducer was a woman and that Shiera impregnated her and sired a race of demigods. The Triad believes that Shiera’s descendants should be in control, not the priests or even the king. They have followers in all four lands, but the sect is especially popular here.’

Cerise wiped her hand on her gown, mortified that she had made such an abominable sign. She knew there were nonbelievers scattered throughout the realm – people who worshipped coin or flesh – but this was just wrong. There were no other gods than Shiera. That anyone would organize a sect and recruit others to glorify false deities offended her on the deepest level. The Reverend Mother had been right to warn her about enemies in this land.

‘Heretics,’ she spat.

Daerick glanced at her as if amused.

‘What?’ she asked.

‘You and Father Padron are going to get along beautifully.’

Whatever he meant by that, it didn’t sound like a compliment.

‘Here we are.’ Daerick flourished a hand at the last door along the eastern corridor. He opened it and gestured for her to precede him inside.

‘Oh, stars,’ she murmured as she entered her suite. She hadn’t expected anything this sprawling. Her quarters’ entryway opened to a sitting area furnished with a plush divan and two armchairs, beyond which stood a four-poster bed draped in white netting. A cool breeze wafted inside from the open doors to her private balcony. The air smelled of sugar vines, which she noticed grew wild along the balcony railings.

‘It’s cruel, really,’ Daerick mused with a grin. ‘Now you’re spoiled for any other kind of life.’

She laughed because he was right. Her former quarters had consisted of a single bed, a wardrobe, and a corner shrine for prayers. She didn’t know how long she would serve as an emissary or where life would take her afterward, but she doubted her rooms would ever be this luxurious again.

She crossed the suite until she reached the open balcony. Outside, the moon bathed the land in its glow, allowing her to see into the walled city beyond. At the heart of it lay the temple. From there, narrow streets wound outward among boxy structures of varying heights. She was too far away to see any activity, but the nearby rustle of fabric drew her attention to a garden below, where a young woman strolled among rows of exotic greenery. With her long, glossy hair and regal features, she was almost beautiful enough to pass for a Solon firstborn. But what really struck Cerise was the haste in the young woman’s steps. She seemed restless, pacing the garden instead of enjoying it.

Cerise waved Daerick over to the balcony and whispered, ‘Who’s that?’

As he peered down, he grinned. ‘Lady Delora Champlain. The king’s courtesan.’

‘Oh, I heard about her, or at least I think I did,’ Cerise said. ‘Does His Majesty have any other courtesans?’

Daerick muffled a laugh. ‘Believe me, one is enough. Even though Delora’s low-born, the king gave her a title and promised to marry her if she can conceive an heir. Let’s just say she’s highly motivated to be the next queen.’

Cerise turned away from the balcony. That was more information than she wanted to know. She would have to face the king in the morning, and the rumors about him had made her nervous enough as it was.

‘Thank you for your hospitality,’ she told Daerick. ‘I think I’ll rest now.’

‘Of course.’ He bowed after she walked him to the door. ‘Make sure you lock this after I leave. And close the balcony doors.’

‘Why?’ she asked. ‘With all the magic here, what could happen?’

‘You would be surprised. Goodnight, my lady.’
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CHAPTER FOUR

Cerise slept fitfully, dreaming of heretics and demigods and living shadows. Twice she awoke to urgent whispers in her ear, only to find herself alone and panting for air. The voice had seemed so clear when it had called her name, but she convinced herself it was a trick of the mind and closed her eyes until she fell asleep again.

She finally rose for good with the sun and dressed in one of the gowns from the local temple. The frock was identical in style to her old gown but constructed from a light, gauzy material that made her feel exposed, even though she wasn’t. On her way to the first floor, she found the palace abuzz with nervous chatter. The staff was so consumed by gossip that the servants barely took notice of her. She caught snippets of conversation as she glided along the corridor, murmurs of a horrible beast and in her bed. It wasn’t until she strode into the foyer and glanced through the open doors onto the lawn that she realized what had caused the stir.

An animal lay on its side in the grass. It looked like a desert panther with its limbs outstretched, rigid in death. She felt an odd mingling of regret and fascination as she eyed the panther’s hairless body and its long, hollow claws, known for drawing moisture from the ground. She had never seen anything so magnificent except in books at the temple library.

She descended the steps for a closer look and found Father Padron outside with several of his priests. He gave her a grim smile when their eyes met, as if apologizing for whatever had taken place during the night.

‘What happened, Your Grace?’ she asked him.

‘Lady Champlain retired to her chambers at midnight and found this’ – indicating the panther – ‘waiting for her. She owes her life to Father Bishop’s weakness for sweet cakes. He was halfway to the kitchen when he heard her screams and ran to help. After he killed the beast, it took three royal guards to drag the carcass outside.’

Cerise noticed there were no wounds on the animal’s leathery hide. The priest must have slain it with his magic. She had seen it done once before, when a badger had burrowed under the courtyard wall to attack the temple hens. With a wave of his hand, Father Diaz had stopped the creature’s heart, but then Father Diaz had collapsed and lost consciousness. It had taken a full day for him to awake. Nothing required more magical energy than dispatching death.

‘Lady Champlain should send sweet cakes for his recovery,’ Cerise said. She recalled what Daerick had told her about the woman. ‘Isn’t she the king’s –’

‘Courtesan, yes,’ Father Padron finished. ‘His Majesty is understandably upset. He insisted on accompanying the guards into the city for an investigation.’ Using his shoe, he nudged the cat’s hindquarters, where a circular brand was singed into the flesh. ‘This is the mark of a local trader.’

Cerise doubted any trader would be careless enough to unleash a panther into the palace with his brand on display, but she supposed the investigation had to begin somewhere.

‘Do you think His Majesty will return before sunset?’ she asked. She had just worked up the nerve to meet the king, and delaying it for another day would have her stomach dancing again.

Father Padron shook his head. ‘Probably not. And he’s wasting his time. The trader didn’t do this, and I doubt the courtesan was the real target.’

‘Do you mean His Majesty was the target?’ Cerise asked. ‘How could anyone kill him after sunset? He disappears into the shadows.’

‘And awakes at sunrise wherever his spirit is drawn, which at the moment is to Lady Champlain’s bedside.’

‘Oh, I didn’t know that.’ Cerise had always assumed that the king’s mortal body appeared in a place of significance, not in the presence of a particular person. For his body to follow the pull of his spirit was an oddly romantic element of his curse that she hadn’t anticipated. ‘Is it the same when he loses daytime hours? Does he reappear beside Lady Champlain then, too?’

‘For the time being, yes,’ Father Padron said. ‘Like all young people, his feelings have been known to change.’

A king with a wandering eye? That was no surprise. ‘But who would want him to die any sooner than he has to? An empty throne would mean war. That’s everyone’s greatest fear.’

Father Padron shifted his focus to the foyer, where the noise of approaching boots grew louder. His gaze tightened. ‘Not everyone’s greatest fear.’

The moment Cerise turned to regard the owner of those boots, she took an instinctive step backward. Storming toward them was the largest man she had ever seen, at least two heads taller than Father Padron and twice as broad. Tattooed flames covered the skin on the man’s shaven scalp, and his chest stretched the limits of his guard uniform. But it was his expression that turned Cerise cold. His lips were hard as slate, his eyes wild with fury.

If violence had a face, his would be it.

Father Padron rested a hand on her forearm. No words passed between them, but his touch held a promise of protection. ‘General Petros,’ he greeted coolly.

Now Cerise understood Father Padron’s comment about war. It was a Petros who had forged the weapon to slay the goddess during the Great Betrayal. As punishment, Petros firstborns carried the curse of bloodlust. A man like General Petros would love nothing more than a battle for the throne. Scarier still, his dynasty would probably win.

‘Your Grace,’ the general rumbled through clenched teeth. ‘I just received word of another incident, this time in southern Calatris.’ He looked from one priest to another, glaring at them hard enough to engorge the veins at his temples. ‘I swear by the blood of Shiera that if you don’t get your –’

His voice went mute, and his body froze. Cerise tasted the coppery tang of energy and glanced at Father Padron, who hadn’t moved a muscle. He stood calm and relaxed, as though paralyzing a mountain of a man caused him no strain at all.

‘You will not threaten me,’ Father Padron said smoothly. ‘Or anyone in my care. As much as His Majesty values your tactical advice, he values the Order more. You will remember your place, or I will continue to remind you of it.’

He released the enchantment and freed the general, whose body trembled with rage. For a moment, the general curled his hands into fists and held still. Then he gave a throaty roar and punched the ground hard enough for Cerise to feel a tremor beneath her shoes. His bones cracked. When he stood up, his hand swung limp and mangled by his side. He didn’t seem to notice. He simply turned toward the gatehouse and stalked away.

‘Don’t worry about his hand,’ Father Padron said as he watched the general enter the gatehouse. ‘He’s on his way to the temple to visit his mistress. She will heal it.’ He added darkly, ‘He thinks I don’t know. It’s a disgrace.’

‘You know of the affair?’ Cerise whispered. ‘And you …’ haven’t stopped it? She caught herself before she rudely questioned his judgment
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