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Dedication

For Lorelei and Nadia,

may you be as wild and brave as the women in these pages,

and may you always have the courage to be yourselves
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HELLO, MY LOVE.”

All the room’s meager heat died at those three words. Even the fire in the hearth seemed to dim. But I didn’t need light to recognize the monster responsible for murdering thousands of my people.

My love? He could only mean it as an insult—a way to bait me—but I was no child, and I wouldn’t give in to my anger. Not yet. I raised my chin in defiance. “Hello, Radovan.”

He smiled, the expression straining his waxen face, as if he were more magic and clay than flesh and blood. Radovan raised both hands, long fingers splayed as if to show the many riches of his stolen empire. “Welcome to Tolograd.”

For all the long years of conquest, the decades of Roven pillaging and theft, the room around us told a drab tale of privation and strife. Not at all what I’d expected. It was a simple gray-walled bedroom with narrow, arrow-slat windows and a few dusty bookshelves. The only glimmer of finery in sight was the bed upon which I sat. Its crimson canopy was made of plush Graznian velvet and the sheets were soft and warm against my skin—sheets that I was clutching to my throat like some wooly-brained damsel.

I forced my hands down, pushing past the revolting realization that I had been changed and bathed while unconscious. So despite the fact that I only wore a thin white shift, I stared at Radovan as if I were swathed in silk and glittered with every jewel in my kingdom.

No—empire.

A metal chain—links as thick as a dog’s collar—shifted when I moved. I didn’t need to look down to know that an emerald the size of a man’s fist hung between my breasts. It was Radovan’s birthday present to me, this damned necklace. And the fact that I just happened to be wearing it on the very day I was abducted was too suspicious to be coincidence.

Those final moments in Vishir flooded my mind: Armaan’s confused, pained expression as he died in my arms; the screams, the wind, the blood soaking my face and souring my tongue; the searing pain in my skull as I was knocked out . . .

No. Not now.

“I was beginning to worry,” Radovan said, clasping his hands behind his back when I didn’t speak. “I thought you might have been damaged when you didn’t wake up this morning.”

This morning? My gaze tripped to the night-darkened windows. How long had I been out?

“I’m sure that would have been terrible for you,” I replied, the feigned indifference in my voice somewhat spoiled as I searched the room. I needed something—a knife, a club—anything I could use to rid the world of him. But there was nothing. I remembered a ghost-girl promising to help me at one point, but even she had vanished under Radovan’s stare.

“It really would have. I’ve been looking forward to speaking with you for some time.” Radovan’s head tilted to one side, studying me like I was something strange, something wild.

Truth was, I am strange and wild. But I was more than that. I was dangerous: a witch, a warrior, a queen. And I didn’t need a blade to fight this man.

I shoved the covers back. Rose. And though the floor was cold beneath my feet, it was nothing compared to the glacial ice surging through me, filling my veins with power and might and the promise of violence. This was going to end. Now.

“Vitaly.”

I dove deeper, stretching for the silent storm in my heart where chaos reigned and witchcraft raged. Magic filled my ears with the howl of frigid wind, and the room grayed around me.

Power leapt deep in my chest . . .

And hit a wall. Crashed, rather, and at high speed, it was a brutal collision. My magic crumpled against an internal barrier that shouldn’t exist. Because the power that conjured that barrier wasn’t my own. It was Radovan’s.

The metal chain about my neck twitched, its links writhing across my skin with a warning that was too late to heed. Pain lanced through my skull and burned my chest where the necklace lay. It thundered with the sound of bells that blurred my vision. My knees buckled. I gasped, lurching for the edge of the bed to keep myself from falling.

Radovan’s laughter filled my ears. I stared up at him through watery eyes, barely keeping a curse behind my lips.

“Oh dear,” he said, closing the distance between us with a few long steps. “You didn’t try to use your magic, did you? I’m afraid that won’t be allowed.”

“What did you do to me?” I gasped.

“I didn’t do anything to you, Askia,” he replied. “You must know that I don’t mean to harm you.”

The pain said otherwise. “Then why am I here? Why did you kill Armaan and Ozura to get to me?”

Radovan’s face rippled with shock, as if the accusation was insulting. “I didn’t kill Queen Ozura.”

“Your man killed her.” The image of Count Dobor’s dagger plunging into Ozura’s chest shot through my mind. “She died because of you.”

His mouth folded into an understanding frown. “That dagger wasn’t meant for her—you know that.”

I’d have screamed at his words were it not for the memory of Ozura’s ashen face, of her eyes tight with fear as she bled out on the temple floor. Of her promise.

I will serve you better when I see you again.

Radovan reached toward my face, but he brought himself up short when I stiffened. “You must feel her loss very keenly.” He sighed. “It was a regrettable end for a truly remarkable woman. And Armaan as well. He was a good man. It’s a shame he had to die.”

“He didn’t have to die.”

“Of course he did. He married you, Askia. I told him not to, but he did it anyway. The poor fool just couldn’t stop himself, I suppose,” he said with an almost rueful chuckle as if my skin wasn’t still slick with the phantom stain of Armaan’s blood and Ozura’s dying oath. “Not that I blame him. You are quite lovely.”

An animal snarl tore from my throat. My hand moved without my consent, and my balled fist hurtled toward Radovan’s jaw.

And collided with nothing. My arm locked, caught by a hand that I couldn’t see and couldn’t fight. I pulled back on instinct, but the invisible hand only tightened, refusing to release me. It clenched down harder. Harder. Until I felt my tendons snap against muscle and my bones bend. I grit my teeth to contain a scream of pain. Of rage. But I couldn’t stop the hurt, and my fury was no match for his power.

Radovan’s eyes glittered as they flickered to my fist, frozen a hairsbreadth away from his face. All his stolen magic burrowed through me with a knife-sharp pain that stabbed into my arm. Without moving a muscle, he shoved my hand down and locked my body into statue-like stillness. My mind railed against it—against the helplessness. Lady Night save me, the howling wind outside would topple me.

I’d have taken that frigid wind over the nightmare before me.

“That’s better,” Radovan said, as I came to an involuntary attention. “I had hoped our first meeting wouldn’t be so . . . fraught, but I suppose it is to be expected. You’ve no doubt heard horror stories about me your whole life. Though I confess it is tiresome to always be seen as the villain.” He shook his head with such a put-upon expression that the urge to sneer was overwhelming. Too bad I was still frozen.

“I am not a bad man, Askia. I’m not a monster. And I’ll prove it to you,” he vowed. “Roven is your home. Tolograd is your home. And if you can’t see that yet?” He shrugged. “You will soon enough. Now, I know you must be exhausted, but before I allow you to retire, I do have some guidelines for your new life here.

“As you have discovered, you won’t be able to use your magic. The enchanted chain about your neck is preventing that.”

I blinked. It was all I could do. Even as the muscles of my neck strained to look down—that much movement was beyond me.

“Surely you can guess what that stone truly is?” Radovan’s fingers slid across my shoulder, and the thin fabric of my nightgown was no protection against the revulsion I felt at his touch. Slowly, like he was relishing my reaction, Radovan lifted the chain, holding the necklace high enough for me to see. “My Aellium stone—glamoured, of course. Not that it needs to be anymore.”

One of his long thumbs wiped across the gem, and a sticky film of magic shuddered across my face. The brand on my back burned in recognition as the stone’s heart turned black, its edges shimmering evergreen in the firelight.

An Aellium stone. The magical amplifiers that were used by Shazir zealots to force a witch into exposing themselves. And used by Radovan to steal magic from his wives. And he’d given it to me. But—

But if the chain was suppressing my magic, then how had I seen that ghost-girl? The one who promised to help me escape. My gaze strained toward the edges of the room, but I couldn’t sense the ghost anywhere. Couldn’t sense any ghosts.

“The chain’s enchantment is quite thorough,” Radovan continued. “You won’t be able to remove it—only I can do that. It will burn you if you try,” he said slowly, gravely, as if I were a child playing with fire.

He placed the stone gently onto my chest, a smile playing on his lips as he studied my face. “So many questions. I can see them swimming in your eyes. Even now, alone and terrified, you’re soaking up information. Trying to find a way to gain an upper hand. But you can’t, my dear. And to ensure you take this lesson to heart, a demonstration.”

The stone warmed on my chest a half second before his magic seized my left hand. Each tiny muscle tensed so fast my joints cracked as my hand twitched and rose. My eyes flew wide, but I was powerless against his silent command. Powerless to move, to stop. My fingers closed about the stone . . . and pulled.

Faint blue light crackled down the chain like the molten kiss of lightning. It surrounded the stone, protecting it. Punishing me. Heat seared through skin, through muscle and tendon. I couldn’t even scream as the fire kissed my bones with forked tongues of invisible pain. More than pain.

Agony danced through me, pillaging and burning for a second that stretched to eternity. My very marrow boiled. Until, after an age, my fingers opened and the stone fell from my blistered, bleeding palm.

Radovan cupped my hand in his. Magic licked across the wound, and in a blink the pain was gone. The wound now felt days old but was still red and livid. A reminder, I thought, as if the meaty scent of my own burning flesh wasn’t enough of one.

Radovan searched my face a moment longer, then chuckled at whatever he saw. “We are going to have so much fun, my dear.”

He angled his face toward the door behind him. “Enter.”

The door opened at his command, revealing four armed guards waiting in the hall outside. A strange circular tattoo marred each of their left cheeks. One of them, a captain by the cut of her uniform, stepped forward. She had a round face with high, flat Khezhari cheekbones and smooth terra-cotta skin. She looked me up and down, her dark gaze carefully blank.

All at once his magic evaporated. My muscles went slack, and I stumbled, barely catching myself before I hit the floor. Which was surely the point.

Radovan just smirked. “Captain Qadenzizeg.”

The woman in the doorway snapped the gleaming heels of her black boots together with a click that echoed through the room. “Yes, Your Majesty?”

“Please escort Princess Askia—”

“Queen,” I snapped, drawing an amused look from Radovan and an outraged one from the captain.

“Really, my dear. I know you consider yourself the queen of Seravesh, but is now really the time to argue semantics?”

“I don’t consider myself the queen of Seravesh. I am the queen of both Seravesh and Vishir. And if I wanted to argue semantics, I’d insist upon you calling me empress, for that is the title Armaan was going to grant me before you murdered him.”

Radovan’s damned smile didn’t even flicker. “Very well. Captain, please escort Her Majesty Queen Askia up to her room.”

“Red protocol?” the captain asked.

I wasn’t sure what that was supposed to mean, but the disgusted way she was staring at me made my hackles rise.

“Oh no,” Radovan crooned. “That won’t be necessary. If there is one thing I trust about my dearest queen, it is her will to live.”

I felt confusion chase across my face, but pressed my lips shut. I needed to get to the room he promised. Get some space to regroup. Plan.

His watery green eyes danced as he lifted my still-throbbing hand to his lips, daring me to react, to strike. But I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. I locked my body woodenly in place as he kissed my hand and endured, like I had always endured. Like I would always endure until I got the chance to finish this once and for all. “I shall see you soon, my love,” Radovan whispered.

I yanked my hand away. “Fuck you, Radovan.”
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RADOVAN’S ANSWERING LAUGH chased me through the door. Fresh waves of hate washed over me, blinding in their intensity. I forced the feeling back. Forced myself to observe, scrabbling at the edges of a half-formed plan as the guards pushed me down the hall.

Given the austerity of the room I’d come from, the corridor was surprisingly grand. My feet slapped against a pristine white marble floor, warm despite the punishing Roveni winter. The walls were swathed with silk tapestries and gilt mirrors. Every corner was lit by witchlight chandeliers dancing in invisible eddies. It spoke of an opulence I wasn’t able to appreciate, and not only because it was built on the backs of millions of oppressed people—and the souls of six murdered queens—but because of the undiluted fury rippling off the captain.

She strode beside me, hard face made harder by my parting words to Radovan. One hand clutched the golden hilt of her sword, the other was balled into a fist with the effort of containing herself—an effort I knew she’d abandon after we rounded the first corner.

So I was ready for her fist when it came.

I rolled with the punch, letting Qadenzizeg’s rough knuckles trail along my jawline. Her other hand fisted on my collar, slamming my face into a green tapestry whose details I couldn’t make out from within the weave. I wriggled against the larger woman’s weight, not because I was trying to get free, but because it was expected. And I needed the good captain to get exactly what she expected—needed to lull her into satisfaction so I could move on to more important things.

“Listen to me, Your Majesty,” she hissed, sending drops of hot spit into my face. “I don’t care if you’re the crown empress of Vishir or Lady Night Herself, here you are nothing more than a walking corpse. But you will keep a civil tongue when speaking to the emperor, or Day Lord save you, I will cut it out.”

“All this anger over such a small insult? Such ardor,” I sneered, letting Qadenzizeg wrench my left arm behind my back. I struggled against it, trying to leverage my right arm free. “Tell me—is that how you earned your place as captain of the guard—by fighting his battles and kissing his ass like it will make him love you?”

A muscle in Qadenzizeg’s jaw tightened, and I almost laughed that my wild jab had landed. Her fingers dug into my shoulders as she spun me around and planted a fist in my gut. I had avoided the worst of the punch to my face, but there was nothing I could do but swallow this blow. I doubled over with a groan and, arms wheeling, I grabbed Qadenzizeg’s waist, steading myself on her belt.

On her knife-filled belt.

She shoved me away. My back crashed into the wall, and I crossed my arms over my stomach.

“You’re all the same, you witch-wives. You start out here so brave and filled with bluster.”

“It’s easy to be brave when you have nothing to lose.”

“And that’s exactly what you all get wrong. Dying is the easy part, but these next thirty days?” She snorted, shaking her head. “Eventually you’ll take a step too far, cross the emperor one too many times. And when you do, I’ll be waiting. You’ll be begging for death before the end, but I won’t be able to give it to you. I won’t even want to. Because the truth is, Your Majesty, things can always get worse.”

Her proclamation ringing down the corridor, Qadenzizeg turned on her heel and continued on. One of the guards pushed me forward, and we resumed our silent trek through the palace’s curving corridors.

The windows we passed were black, and with no servants about, I guessed it was the middle of the night. Or maybe even Radovan’s vassals feared going too near his rooms. If they truly were his rooms, I thought, doubt and disgust vying in my mind. Surely a man who lusted after the entire world couldn’t be content in that bare cell.

Cell. I winced and wondered, with growing dread, where I was going. The rumors said Radovan kept his wives chained at the top of the Tower of Roshkot, to slowly freeze in the killing cold. Or they said he threw his wives down an oubliette beneath the castle to go slowly mad before he executed them.

I shook my head at the crimson carpet and willed the thought away. Better to focus on the stairs, on the distance between Radovan’s room and wherever I was going next. I’d need a solid mental map of this place.

I hoped.

Stepping off the stairs, I followed Qadenzizeg down a long, well-lit corridor studded with sturdy-looking doors all painted in identical cream and gold. It was like being in a terrible dream, where I was running down a never-ending hallway. Only running wasn’t an option now, and I knew I’d never have the luxury of waking up.

We stopped at the fifth door, one that had the dubious distinction of being different from all the rest. A long rectangular peephole, complete with brass cover, had been cut in the center of the door.

Qadenzizeg smiled savagely when I raised my eyebrows. “So we can monitor you,” she said, crossing her arms. “A guard will be checking in every ten minutes, in case you have any ideas of taking the coward’s way out.”

“And deprive you the pleasure of my company?” I asked so sweetly my teeth hurt. “I’d never.”

The captain’s lip curled as she pushed me through the door, slamming it closed on my back. The weight of the lock sliding home jangled up my spine, but Day Lord bless me, at least I was alone.

I leaned against the door, shut my eyes, and took six careful breaths. My gut hurt like sin, but it didn’t feel like I’d broken any ribs. Uncrossing my arms, I let my hands hang and tapped the flat of my pilfered blade against my thigh.

Qadenzizeg would be livid when she realized I’d stolen the knife off her belt. And though the thought of her rage was its own kind of wine, I didn’t have time to savor it. I needed to hide the knife before she discovered it missing.

The room around me was remarkable for what it lacked. It was beautiful, as sumptuous as the hallways that led to it, but every touch of beauty was marred. A bed sat on the opposite end of the long, rectangular space. Its frame was carved with vines and flowers, and the four posts rising from the mattress looked like the roots of some great tree. But there was no fabric where the canopy should have been. And where a tapestry should have hung behind the bed, there was nothing either. Just a dark-paneled wall and a wicked-looking tapestry hook.

I circled the room and saw that it was the same with the two windows on the wall to my right. They were wide but barred. There were rods for curtains, but the curtains themselves were gone. The fireplace between the windows crackled with flames, but its metal grate was padlocked shut. Same with the long wardrobe on the opposite wall. And the bathroom, whose doorway didn’t actually have a door. The tub, made of cream and gray marble was studded with golden fish-shaped taps, but no water came out when I tested them.

I shuddered at the image this room conjured. The comfortable, homey touches; the plush bedcovers and overstuffed armchairs; the wide table set for chess and the vanity covered in makeup—it was all veneer. Designed to lull, to croon a song of comfort and safety. And if I squinted just right, I could almost imagine that this was nothing more than a stateroom fit for a foreign noble.

But I’d never been much of a liar—not to myself. And this room was filled with lies. Lies and the memory of the women who came before me. Women who, if this room was any indication, had done everything they could to get away from Radovan. Even if the only escape was death.

I shook my head and went to the wardrobe. Its stubby little legs offered a sliver of space where I could stow the knife. It wasn’t much of a hiding spot, I thought as I wedged the blade between the wood and the thick blue carpet, but it’d have to do.

“Surely you can do better than that, girl.”

“Siv,” a second ghostly voice chided with well-worn exasperation.

“What?” the first voice demanded. “If she’s canny enough to lift the blade off Qaden, she can certainly do better than this.”

Ice slipped down my back and wound down my limbs. An ice that had nothing to do with fear, but the tether constraining my magic. I smiled, touching the chain hanging against my chest. It was cold—but there was no pain. No fire. Strange. Straightening I turned and found the room crowded with women.

Hailing from the whole breadth of the continent, they were young and old, fair and plain, united only in that they were all dead. One stood at the window, back turned away. Another knelt before the fire, warming her hands. Two more sat at the table contemplating me over the chessboard. The last two stood a few feet away, as odd a pair of companions as I’d ever seen.

The one I thought had spoken first was powerfully built, all broad shoulders and thick legs. Her pale hair was set in a long braid that snaked over her shoulder. She wore tight, patchwork trousers and a loose tunic that reminded me of a pirate from a storybook. And though her voice was young, her face was aged. She had skin that crinkled and creased like she’d been out in the sun and wind too long.

The second ghost was a familiar one. I’d seen her fair face leaning over me when I first woke in this hellscape. She was young, my age or slightly older, and held herself with the cool poise that gets beaten into every generation of noblewomen. She clasped her hands in front of her neat-looking gown and watched me like I were an animal she was afraid of spooking.

I grinned, nodding to the woman who’d first spoken. “The room’s bare—you have a better idea where to hide it?”

Laughter shone in her eyes. “Voyniks are predators, love. And predators don’t look up.”

I followed her gaze to the top of the wardrobe. Sure enough, there was a very dusty shelf made by its top, hidden behind ornate scrollwork on its face.

“You must be Radovan’s wives?” I said, transferring the blade to its new spot.

“Got it in one,” the rough-looking woman said with a grin. “Look at you, face-to-face with a room full of ghosts and not a goose pimple on ya.”

“She’s a death witch, she must be used to seeing ghosts,” one of the women at the table—a priestess judging by her robe—said. “Though seeing Siv in my bedroom would surely make me scream with fright.”

“You’d be screaming,” the rough woman replied with a smirk, “but it wouldn’t be from fright.”

“Siv,” the regal-looking woman said with a quelling glance. “Perhaps a few introductions are in order. I am Princess Eliska of Raskis,” she said, visibly trying for a smile before gesturing to the woman beside her. “This is—”

“I can introduce my damn self, thanks much. I’m Siv of Switzkia, woman of the world and privateer—”

“You mean pirate,” the priestess corrected tartly.

Siv grinned. “Never convicted.”

“You must be Asyl,” I said to the priestess before she and Siv could continue what felt like a long-standing argument.

The priestess bent her head in graceful assent. “High Priestess Asyl of Khezhar at your service.”

“So that would make you . . . Freyda?”

The woman beside Asyl allowed a slight nod. I knew the Graznian fire witch was the oldest—in age—of Radovan’s wives. Built like a wire, she surveyed me with what looked like mild disapproval. Though perhaps it was the three ragged scars ripping down the left side of her face that gave me the impression. The stories said that the merchant queen once got into a fight with a black bear. And won.

“And you are?” I asked the plump woman kneeling by the fire.

“Ragata,” she said, smiling at me in a dreamy way.

“Ragata,” I repeated to myself, memorizing the face of Radovan’s second wife before looking finally at the last ghost. Her back was still turned away, and a long veil covered her from crown to waist. It waived with her every diaphanous exhalation. “Then you must be Katarzhina.”

If Radovan’s first wife heard me, she gave no indication. Just stood there. A silent monolith to betrayed trust and broken love. The other wives looked away.

“Don’t mind her,” Siv said in a whisper that nonetheless carried. “She’s not one for talking.”

I felt my eyebrow arch but didn’t comment. Katarzhina and Radovan had been married for years. They had a child together, too, who for all I knew was still alive, but . . .

I glanced to Siv. “Is her son still . . .”

“Aye, Gethen’s alive,” Siv replied, matching my undertone. “Simpleminded as he is, poor man still wanders the castle in search of his mother.”

I looked back at Katarzhina, unable to fathom what being trapped here must be like for her. The child that needed her forever out of reach, trapped with the man who murdered her. Had I been in her place, I doubted I’d be up for talking either.

“Radovan said I wouldn’t be able to use my magic while wearing the Aellium stone,” I began. “I even tried to summon one of my men, but it didn’t work.”

All the queens but Katarzhina glanced at Asyl. The priestess brushed an invisible something from her lap with a secret, knowing look. “Radovan was misinformed,” she said, so smug her gossamer body sharpened.

My gaze narrowed. “In what way?”

“He has an imperfect understanding of how the stones work.”

“But your understanding is perfect?” I pressed.

“The Aellium stones come from Khezhari mines,” Asyl replied as if her understanding should therefore be obvious. “The chain and the stone serve different functions. It was the enchantment on the chain that burned your hand—not the stone,” she said, eyes dropping to my still-throbbing palm. “The chain only curbs your power enough to ensure you aren’t a threat while the stone does the work of stealing your magic.

“You’ll still be aware of your gift, even if you cannot necessarily use it. It’s a narrow distinction, and not one that would be of any use to an elemental witch.” Asyl sniffed as if elemental witches were by definition not worth mentioning. “But for spirit witches like you and I, it makes all the difference. It allowed me to sense Radovan’s intentions, even while all my other powers lay fallow.”

I nodded along. “And it’s letting me see all of you. Radovan doesn’t suspect?”

“He’s just a sorcerer,” she said with a moue of distaste, “and like all sorcerers, his magic comes from the stone—it doesn’t live within him. He can’t feel magic inside him the way we do.”

“And you didn’t illuminate him,” I said, feeling my lips tug upward in an amused smile.

Asyl’s brows rose. “And lose my one advantage? Hardly.”

“I’m glad there’s at least some limit to his power,” I muttered.

“Of course there is,” Eliska replied. “He isn’t all-powerful.”

The yet that belonged at the end of that statement echoed so loudly I turned away from it, coming closer to the fire instead.

The tether constraining my magic had begun to rear its head, lapping cold water on my limbs. Even this paltry amount of power was still limited by the dictates of the Two-Faced God. Magic yes, but always at a price. What was constraining Radovan? I wondered. What price did he pay?

“How was he able to use the Aellium stone in the first place?” I asked, my internal voice low, as if weighed down with a fear I couldn’t express. I closed my left hand, palm still throbbing. “He wasn’t even touching the jewel, but still he was able to . . .”

My words petered out, but it didn’t matter. Not to these women. Their hard eyes said it all.

“Radovan fractured his stone after Ragata,” Asyl said, gaze cutting toward the second queen. Ragata still sat by the fire, eyes lost to the flames. More than lost, I thought. There was something vacant behind her expression. A mind that had receded.

“Fractured?” I asked, still not understanding. “But how—”

“The two halves are tied together through Katarzhina and Ragata—through their magic,” Asyl explained. “This way he can use his part of the stone while yours takes your magic. What one stone does, so does the other. A way of ensuring he is never powerless.”

“Great.” I raked a hand through my hair, trying to focus on the positive. I could still see the queens. But what about other spirits, like Vitaly?

Or Ozura.

I thought back to Vishir. I’d gone to see the queen before the burial, beseeched her for guidance. And forgiveness. Forgiveness for the death I caused and the promise she’d made.

I will serve you better when I see you again.

My stomach clenched, sending shooting pains through my core from the memory of Qadenzizeg’s fist. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen the ghosts of a Seraveshi soldier or a Vishiri queen, have you?”

“I am here, my lady.”

Vitaly appeared on my left before I could even finish the sentence. “Vitaly,” I cried. “Thank the Two-Faced God. I thought I’d never see you again.”

“Never fear that,” he replied.

“Is Ozura here too?”

A worried look flashed across Vitaly’s face, and he nodded to the far window. My attention flew, and I saw her standing beside Katarzhina, more wraith-like than any of the others.

“Ozura?” Her body was as insubstantial as the smoke curling up the chimney. I couldn’t read her expression. Didn’t want to. “Why does she look like that? What’s wrong with her?”

One of Asyl’s thin eyebrows rose. “I rather thought ghosts were your domain.” She shrugged. “How did you bring her here?”

“I didn’t. She made a dying promise to serve me,” I replied, ignoring the way my voice quaked. It was harder to ignore the looks of pity the other witches were giving the dead Vishiri queen.

“I see,” Asyl managed. “That was bravely done, but it doesn’t always give the best results. Particularly if she feels she has a duty elsewhere. Perhaps she has family in Vishir?”

I nodded. “A son.” The anger in Iskander’s eyes when I’d seen him last still burned.

“Is he in trouble?”

Trouble? Vishir was at war with Roven. Armaan was dead and Iskander was surely battling his brother, Enver, for the throne. A battle only one of them would survive. “Yes. Yes, I believe he is.”

“Well that will do it,” Asyl said, shaking her head. “Until she commits to fulfilling her duty to you, she’ll be stuck like this. A half death as we say.”

“What if she can’t commit to it?”

Asyl shuddered. “She promised you her soul in defiance of the natural order. Lady Night may have allowed the sacrifice, but that doesn’t mean She will forgive an oath-breaker. If Ozura cannot resolve herself to her duty here, her soul will be lost.”

“No. No that can’t be right,” I said, fighting the urge to cover my ears. “She’s already given too much. What if I command it?”

“I don’t think you’ll be able to command anything,” Eliska said, looking to Asyl for confirmation.

“Why not? I can see all of you—and both of them?”

“You can see us because our magic is contained within the stone. You can see your friends because they are soulbound to you. But your ability to see us isn’t the same as using your power,” Asyl said, as if she were speaking to a particularly dim-witted child. “Trying to command any of us to do anything will certainly trigger the enchantment in the chain. The chain would stop you.”

Had Asyl been alive, I might have struck her, as much for her condescension as for the suffocating feeling of my own impotence. I resisted, searching for something, anything that I could do to help Ozura. “Can’t I . . . can’t I release her?”

Asyl shook her head. The silent gesture would have driven me to the floor had I allowed it. It was my fault Ozura was dead. Not completely, of course. I hadn’t been the one to kill her. Count Dobor was the one who wielded the blade. But there was no escaping the fact that she had died so I could live. She was gone. Armaan was gone. And Vishir?

Day Lord save me, I needed Vishir. The whole damned world needed Vishir, if there was a chance at defeating Roven. But Vishir needed a ruler, which meant the princes were surely vying for the throne. But without Ozura, who was on Iskander’s side? Who would—could—protect him from Enver? From the Shazir? I closed my eyes, wishing the ghosts away.

“Eh now,” Siv exclaimed softly. “No sense wasting your tears on a dead woman. She’ll come ’round, or she won’t—nothing you can do about that. Besides, you’ve got bigger problems, love.”

I scrubbed my face and nodded. Siv was right. Escape. I needed to escape—I was dead if I didn’t. Focus, Askia.

Ozura’s body sharpened slightly in the firelight, a half smile forming on her lips. She nodded.

I turned to Eliska. “When I first woke up, you said you would help me escape. What’s your plan?”

It wasn’t possible for ghosts to blanch—they lacked the blood required. But Eliska’s gray face fell. Siv barked a laugh. Katarzhina disappeared.

Freyda stood, anger scrawled across her ruined face. “What nonsense is this?” Her voice was barely audible and scratchy as a cat’s tongue, and yet it carried through the room.

“Not nonsense,” Eliska said, refusing to quail. Her eyes darted back to mine wide and nervous. “I don’t have a plan—yet,” she hurried to add. “But between all of us, we can surely think of something.”

“Something that the six of you haven’t already tried?” Even the voice in my mind bit out the words.

“Well, yes. But we were alone, and you aren’t. It might take some time, but we can find a way.”

The hopeful sound of Eliska’s voice grated my skin. “Time that I don’t have.”

“Not necessarily.”

I felt my eyebrows rise. “What do you mean?”

Eliska licked her lips. “Radovan didn’t always kill us after thirty days.”

“Eliska,” Asyl sighed the name like a disappointed mother.

“This is unforgivable,” Freyda growled.

Eliska’s chin rose in defiance of their reproach. “Why?”

“You’re offering hope where there is none,” the older ghost shook her head slowly, as if she didn’t recognize Eliska. “Hope is Radovan’s cruelest form of torture. You know that.”

Freyda turned to me, and though her face was wreathed in phantom flames of anger, her eyes were watery with pity. “I’m sorry, Askia. But you are going to die here. Best use your remaining time to come to terms with that.”

“She’s not going to die,” Eliska argued, but Freyda had already disappeared. The princess crossed her arms in frustration. “I’m right. I know I am. Asyl, how long did he let you live?”

“Nearly six months,” she replied, brushing imaginary wrinkles from her robe as if she were proud of the accomplishment.

“Yeah, we all know he let the original ones live a while,” Siv said, throwing her hands in the air, “but he sure killed me after thirty days. And this one doesn’t even have thirty days.”

My head shot up at that. “What? How long do I have?”

“You’ve been here two days already,” Asyl said. “How long were you wearing the necklace before you arrived?”

“Two days,” I said, looking toward the Ozura-shaped spot of darkness. “A servant gave it to me to wear on my wedding day.”

Four days. Twenty-six left—and today was nearly spent.

“Steady, my lady,” Vitaly murmured, as if he could sense the dark roads my mind was crawling down.

He was right. These questions would get me nowhere. More information might. “How long did you last, Eliska?”

“Thirty-five days,” Eliska said holding up her finger before anyone could interrupt, “and I think he would have let me live longer had things not taken a turn for the worse in Seravesh. Not that I blame you, of course,” she said with what I’m sure she thought was a reassuring smile.

“Good. Neither do I” was my sharp reply. “Why the extra five days?”

“Simply put, I made sure he liked me.”

The room went cold. “What exactly are you suggesting?” I asked.

“Radovan has you,” she pressed. “The war against Vishir won’t start until spring, so there’s really no rush to kill you. If you’re smart—if you listen to our advice—we can show you how to endear yourself to Radovan.”

“Endear myself?” The word had edges and corners like the place of rage it sprang from had forged it into weaponry.

“Yes, and the sooner you start the better. At dinner tonight, be nice. Make him like you. The more he does, the longer he’ll let you live.”

“Nice? You want me to be nice to the man who has brought my country to the brink of destruction—to the man who killed thousands of my people. Who just killed my husband?”

“We’ve all lost people, Askia,” Eliska said softly.

“So I should dishonor their memory by whoring myself out to that monster?”

Eliska recoiled like I’d slapped her. “That—that’s not what I’m suggesting. All I’m saying is that, like everyone else in the world, Radovan wants to be understood. He wants a friend.”

“I don’t give a shit what Radovan wants! If he comes too close to me, I will plant that knife in his skull.”

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” Siv hooted. “I knew I liked you.”

“You’ll never get close enough to hurt him,” Eliska argued, but I held up my hand to stop her.

“No. If you really want to help me, you’ll help me escape. You’ll help me find allies. Ozura once told me there was a resistance movement here and in the other conquered nations. What do you know about it?”

“A tree with rotting roots cannot stand,” Ragata said dreamily to the fire.

I rounded on the older queen, hateful words souring my tongue. I swallowed them as I registered the glazed way Ragata’s eyes skated across the room.

“Real helpful, Ragata,” Siv muttered. “Nuttier than a carrownut, you are.”

Ragata frowned at some point over Siv’s head. “But carrownuts aren’t actually nuts.”

Siv shook her head at the ceiling. “Point is we don’t know anything about a resistance.”

“Nothing?” I looked around at the remaining ghosts. “What about his court? His councilors and guards? Do you know anything about them I could use?”

Silence.

I raked a hand through my hair. “What in the Day Lord’s name have you been doing with your time?” I demanded, the incredulity in my voice echoing. “Did you never stop to consider that it might be useful to learn something about your enemy?”

“We’re dead, love,” Siv replied crossing her arms. “What would have been the point in spying on these people? There was no one to tell what we might learn.”

I gestured helplessly at myself. “There’s me.”

“Believe it or not, child, we were all rather hoping you’d escape our fate,” Asyl said glaring at me from across the room. “Waste of effort that obviously was, for here you are standing before us venting your spleen. Well, let me tell you, Your Majesty, not one of us asked for this.”

The sound of the door unlocking made me tense. I turned as it opened and a pair of women hurried in. They wore identical gray short-coats and trousers fitted with black piping on the cuffs of their sleeves. The younger of the two bobbed a shallow bow in my general direction before scurrying to the bathroom without a word. The older one, her hair as pure white as fresh snow, approached with silent steps and motioned for me to follow the girl.

“Who are you?” I asked, the coldness in my voice more for Asyl’s benefit than the maid’s. Too bad the priestess had disappeared along with all the other ghosts save Eliska and Vitaly.

The maid’s lips twitched. She bent into another, deeper bow and gestured toward the bathroom, where I could hear a gush of water filling the oversized tub. I felt my eyebrows rise. “Yes, I understand where you want me to go, but what I asked was for your name.”

Her eyes tightened, but she didn’t reply.

“Have you been ordered to not speak with me?”

A look of confusion flashed across her face, and then cleared with comprehension. She nodded quickly, and then angled her left cheek toward the light. A circular black tattoo was etched onto her cheekbone. The ebony outline was no larger than a coin, but inside it was the image of a broom and a fire iron, their handles crossed.

I frowned, taking in the tattoo. “Qaden had one of those.”

The woman nodded again, her left hand rocked back and forth in a way I thought meant “yes, but no.”

“Qaden’s was the sigil of a royal guard,” Eliska supplied from beside the servant. “Two swords crossed with a crown hovering between them. This woman and the other wear the sigil of a servant.”

“Does everyone in the castle have one of these tattoos?”

The servant nodded.

“Every Roven citizen has one to indicate the class in which they belong,” Eliska said, her voice low with distaste. “Radovan likes everyone to know their place.”

“Interesting.”

“That’s one word for it,” Vitaly said darkly, before he, too, disappeared, giving me some modicum of privacy.

The servant shrugged and once more waived to the bathroom.

“You should go with her. She’ll be punished if you don’t cooperate.”

I turned away from the older woman, so she wouldn’t see my expression at Eliska’s words. “They’d really punish her for my behavior? That’s despicable.”

“This is Roven.”

I couldn’t argue with that, so I didn’t struggle when the older woman helped me out of my nightdress. “I can’t believe they were ordered not to speak with me,” I said, tiptoeing to the bath.

I sighed greedily as the almost-scalding water touched my feet. I hadn’t realized how cold I’d been, what with the fire roaring in the hearth. I’d have to be more careful in the future. Even if I wasn’t using much magic to speak to the queens, over time and in this climate my ice-like tether would eventually snap.

“None of the servants speak,” Eliska replied distractedly from somewhere behind me. “Lady Night have mercy, what happened to your back?”

I lowered myself into the tub, the heat almost obscenely extravagant to my stress-sore muscles, before looking up. Eliska’s face was stricken, and though the older servant was more circumspect in her shock, the younger woman’s eyes were wide, albeit glued to the floor like she feared my reaction to her reaction.

“I survived,” I said to Eliska with a touch of bitterness. “It’s a long story.

“Don’t worry about the scars,” I continued aloud for the benefit of the servants. “They don’t hurt.”

The older one nodded, her expression closing once more. She gave a sharp prod to the younger girl and the two of them set to work, bobbing and weaving around each other in perfect silence. It was like watching a well-practiced dance, only one where neither partner spoke, communicating only with a series of nods and gestures.

“Eliska,” I said as a horrid realization dawned in my mind. “When you say ‘none of the servants speak,’ you don’t mean that they can’t speak, do you?”

Eliska’s reply came with a dark laugh. “Radovan renders all of his servants mute as a part of the terms for their indenture.”

“But what about when they go home or retire or—” My words trailed off when Eliska shook her head.

“They can never speak. They can read and some of the supervisors are allowed to write to convey instructions, but . . .” She shrugged. “The muting spell is permanent.”

The indignity of the situation washed over me. “What is he hiding?”

“Many terrible things, I’m sure,” Eliska murmured. “Whatever will help him maintain control.”

I didn’t fight the women as they scrubbed me clean or patted me dry. I let them lead me back into the bedroom and dried my hair by the fire. The wind outside rattled against the windows making me grateful for the heat belching from the hearth. But it did make me wonder. I’d assumed it was the middle of the night when I’d first awoken, but Eliska said I was being prepared for some kind of dinner. “What time is it?”

Eliska turned to follow my gaze. “Only about six in the evening. Roven is mostly darkness and twilight this time of year.”

This and every other.

It was impossible to deny that the gown they wrapped me in was a thing of beauty, though after so many weeks in diaphanous Vishiri dresses, the midnight blue crushed velvet felt heavy to the touch. The gown hung from my shoulders, with sleeves that split at my elbows and fell in a graceful drape to the floor. The neckline, trimmed with two crystal-edged bands, crossed low over my breasts, another band cinched my waist, and yet more glittering white crystals were sewn in perfect vertical lines to the hem. It was like someone had swept all the stars from the sky and rearranged them with furious precision. Beautiful yes, but rigid. At least it fit.

My mind stumbled over itself. The dress did fit. Perfectly.

I looked at the wardrobe, taking in the long line of carefully hung dresses and trousers, coats and boots. Each and every one of them was my size.

“Eliska, how is it that this dress fits so perfectly?”

“Someone must have told Radovan—or more likely, told one of his agents.”

“Someone in Vishir?” If Radovan still had agents in Vishir, what did that mean for my friends? For Iskander and Nariko? For Illya and my men? Ozura flashed in and out of existence just beyond Eliska’s elbow, as if she could hear my thoughts.

“Or Seravesh—Radovan has eyes everywhere,” Eliska replied. “It was the same when I came. Thirty days’ worth of beautiful bespoke gowns waiting for me.”

“But why? Why do all this? Why dress us up like dolls, give us this room and the semblance of privacy, of normalcy? Why not just throw us in the dungeon, and let us sit in our filth until the stone has finished its work?”

“You’ll find out soon enough for yourself, but . . .” She paused, considering. “He fancies himself a gentleman, a traditional lord of the old world, all chivalry and duty. Radovan thinks of killing us as a necessity, but he doesn’t want us to suffer.”

“He’s a monster.”

Eliska gave a little shrug. “No one considers themselves monstrous” was her quiet reply. “Not even Radovan. Remember that.”

I was going to say something acidic, but instead I nodded. It was solid advice. Though in a way, it would have been easier if Radovan was the drooling image of evil he’d always been in my mind. But then, when had my life ever been easy?

I surveyed my reflection in the narrow mirror that hung from the inside of my wardrobe. My hair had been brushed out and set with curls. Makeup, applied with a light hand, gave color to my cheeks and mostly hid the faint blue bruise that was rising on my skin from Qaden’s fist. The gown suited me, and displayed the green Aellium stone well too—which was probably the point. I looked pretty, in a soft, innocent kind of way.

The jagged scar running across my throat ruined the image, but I was all right with that. More than all right. I’d been proud to display the scar in the Vishiri court. The scar I’d earned the day the Shazir—witch-hating Vishiri zealots—killed my parents. I was proud again to wear it now. It would remind Radovan, and the men and women who propped him up, that I was not a wilting flower, a damsel waiting for rescue. I was a queen. A warrior.

A survivor.

“Who will be at this dinner?” I asked, readying myself for battle.

“Just his newest batch of favored lords.” Eliska smiled, an almost savage expression that reminded me so much of Illya, my chest ached. “You’re surprised no one lasts long at Radovan’s court? You shouldn’t be—you’re responsible for much of the recent turnover.”

“Good, but why?”

“He was expecting you to cause war between the Vishiri princes and turmoil in the menagerie. Instead, you married the emperor, rallied the continent, and nearly got yourself named empress.”

“Well, I sound damned good when you list it all out like that.”

Eliska’s laugh was as velvety as my dress. “Don’t get too full of yourself. It’s terribly unladylike and you’ll never find a husband.”

“Your lips to the Day Lord’s ears,” I said fervently as my bedroom door flew open.
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QADEN STOOD ON the threshold, hands planted on her hips. She looked me up and down, jealousy flashing through her eyes before she quashed it.

“Are you going to come quietly, or will I have to drag you out by your hair.”

I allowed a slow smile. “Oh, my dear Qadenzizeg,” I said, mimicking the way Radovan purred the captain’s name. “While I genuinely look forward to the day you and I fight in earnest, that day is not today.”

I flicked my fingers in a haughty shooing motion that made Qaden’s lip curl. She turned on her heel and stomped out of the room. I didn’t try to hide my satisfaction, winking at the older servant before following.

Neither of the door guards accompanied Qaden and me as we swept down the hall and descended the long, curving stairs. She set a brisk pace, no doubt hoping I’d trip on my hem and smash my face into the floor. She severely underestimated me if she thought that was likely. I hadn’t spent years training with Arkady and the Wolves to fall now, no matter what I was wearing.

I surveyed my surroundings, marking the people who now milled in the corridors we passed. Nobility by the fine cut of their clothing. Men and women in fur-trimmed coats and dresses admired this crystal vase or that silk-threaded tapestry, but I clearly had their full attention. I could feel them watching me from the corners of their eyes, like getting this fleeting glimpse of me could satisfy their curiosity, their naked desire to be one of Radovan’s chosen.

I glanced at Qaden, wondering if she felt that desire too. Or would she be standing behind my chair all night, hand fisted on the hilt of her sword?

Qaden’s eyes flicked to me and away again, her mouth curving into a dark smile. “I know what you took,” she murmured, too low for anyone we passed to hear.

“I assumed you’d figure it out eventually,” I replied. “Is this your way of asking for it back—or is cleaning up after you ransack my room something I can look forward to after dinner?”

“Keep it. I’m sure I’ll get it back from you eventually.”

I struggled not to react. “Aren’t you afraid I might hurt someone?”

“Not even remotely.” She smirked. “You have some fire in you, Princess, I’ll give you that. Four and Five had fire too—Four even managed to kill one of her guards.”

“Four?” My brow creased as I tried to parse her words. “You mean Freyda?”

Qaden gave the tiniest of nods, swallowing down an emotion I couldn’t name. “But you know what I’ve noticed? The ones with fire are always the first to burn out. So you can keep that little knife, if it helps you dream of escaping this place.”

“Why?” I asked, my steps slowing as we reached the ground floor.

“Because I know exactly what is going to happen,” she replied leading me to a set of dark imposing doors. “Your days will grow shorter. Your dreams will tarnish. Your strength will become brittle. And sooner or later, you’ll begin to pin all your hopes on the edge of that blade. Just like Four and Five did. And you know what will happen then?”

She leaned closer to me, whispering in my ear. “I’m going to come looking for that knife. And I’m going to leave you to your misery and despair. Until you crack. And then I’m going to watch you die.”

She stepped back, nodding for the guards to open the door. “Enjoy your dinner,” she said, flicking her fingers to shoo me away.

Swallowing a swear, I entered the Great Hall on wooden legs, shoulders high. Ready for a fight. The gargantuan space easily matched the Great Hall of Bet Naqar, but size was where all similarities ended. Where the palace of Vishir dazzled and welcomed with glimmering tiles of silver and gold, this space oozed cold menace. Night and day. Summer and winter, I thought, forcing myself to move.

White marble—the same as the rest of the castle—covered the floors and walls of the round room. Thick veins of blue stone ran through the white in a swirling pattern that circled the floor and crept up the rounded walls, higher, higher. Because there was no ceiling to this room that was not a room. Just the tower that lay at the heart of this winding, circular castle.

“The blue stone is Graznian porphyry,” Ragata said excitedly, appearing by my side as I crossed the empty space. “Beautiful.”

It was, I allowed as the tower stretched out above me, dizzyingly high. But that wasn’t what made it so terribly amazing. That distinction belonged to the oculus at its center.

A perfect circle of stone was missing from the tower’s roof, letting me glimpse a slice of winter sky, where the uncaring stars twinkled far above. There must be some kind of magic sealing it, I thought, otherwise the blue porphyry table in the room’s heart would have been covered in a foot of snow and ice.

“Graznian porphyry is exceedingly rare—and terribly suited for construction on such a scale,” Ragata continued. “Especially considering how unstable the earth is along this part of Roven. A great scar cuts through Roven at the Riven Cliffs, a rift that travels up the length of the coast. Makes the land prone to earthquakes. And here is Radovan, basically constructing the tower from butter.”

I let Ragata natter on without really listening, gathering strength into my chest, girding myself with unseen armor. My steps echoed off the hall’s curved walls and I could almost imagine that I wasn’t alone. That Seravesh was with me. Letting the thought bolster me, I stalked to the heart of the space, where a table was set and about a dozen men waited.

“Askia, my dear. How good of you to join us.” Radovan’s voice cut through the light, polluting it. He stood, dragging the other men to their feet, and rounded the table. “You look beautiful.”

I swallowed my first response in favor of silence, my shoulders drawing up when he held out his hand for mine. My hands closed into fists, joints locking in place. Radovan simply watched me, an amused smile growing on his face, waiting for me to take his hand. I saw the other men shift in my periphery, wary of the silent battle raging between Radovan and me.

Eliska’s diaphanous body appeared between us, her face edged and serious. “Askia, please. Take his hand.”

“No.”

“Just do it,” she urged. “If you don’t, he’ll only send you away, and what will that gain you? Nothing. So play the game.”

Play the game.

It was the advice Ozura would have given me—that she had once given me. I could do it. Just for tonight, I could be what they expected of me. I could endure.

I allowed my anger to vent in one long exhale and slid my hand into Radovan’s. His smile grew, eyes glittering as if he knew what bending cost me. I bit down hard on my cheek, repressing a shudder at the too-papery feel of his skin scratching mine. It was like wrinkled parchment that had been smoothed out one too many times.

“Come and join us,” he said, the picture of warmth and grace, leading me to the empty seat beside his.

Though turning my back on him felt like exposing my neck to a rabid dog, I allowed him to help me into my chair. I made a show of smoothing my long skirt and placing my napkin in my lap. Shoulders back, spine rigid, I took my time looking at the men around the table through hooded eyes and a studiously bored expression. If I’d learned nothing else in Vishir, it was that good manners could be wielded like a blade. And class was all in the attitude.

Servants oozed out of the darkness at the edge of the hall while I settled myself. They refilled crystal glasses and served the first course of dainty-looking food on golden chargers. The men around the table looked to me. Waiting.

“Traditionally, the highest-ranking woman at the table opens the feast by taking the first bite,” Eliska said hurriedly. “Not even Radovan will eat until you do.”

I smiled internally and waited.

Waited.

Waited.

I took in the men seated with me, studying their faces closely as the silence stretched to an uncomfortable length. It was an eclectic group, I thought, united only by an undercurrent of caution.

The youngest was only a few years older than me. The eldest, an oddly jovial-looking man with pale, glass-like eyes, had to be in his late eighties. His face was
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