
   
[image: Cover image: Blood Bound by Ellis Hunter]




[image: Title page image: Blood Bound by Ellis Hunter, HarperVoyager Logo]

 


Copyright

HarperVoyager
 An imprint of

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2026

Copyright © Katie Ellis Books & Kaida Hunter Ltd 2026

Map copyright © Virginia Allyn 2026

Internal illustrations by Esther Paradelo

Ellis Hunter asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008787127

eBook Edition © May 2026 ISBN: 9780008787141

Version: 2026-04-29




Dedication

For Teddy, my own miracle girl.

– Katie

For all the girls who grow up dreaming of being dragon riders – and to all the authors who allow us to live that fantasy.

– Becky
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Astrid

Astrid looks up from her grimoire to find an axe swinging directly for her head.

It’s been six years since someone tried to kill her, yet her reflexes are still sharp; she throws herself sideways and spins to face her attacker, just as the blade sinks into the spruce tree – right where her neck had been a moment ago.

She staggers back, twisting her ankle when her boot snags on the uneven forest floor, and swallows the yell that creeps up her throat.

The assassin yanks at the hatchet, now firmly stuck in the trunk, while Astrid tries to figure out what the Hel to do. If she had her vials, she’d melt his skin off with a potion, but her vials are in her pack and her pack is currently at the foot of the very tree he’s just pulled his hatchet from. He notices where her attention lies. Not taking his eyes off Astrid, he picks up her pack and tosses it into the frostbitten undergrowth.

Well, shit. There goes her best chance of killing him.

She drops her book in the snow, as much as it pains her to do so. She’ll need both hands for this.

Wind bites at her cheeks as she watches him, waiting to see what he’ll do. He’s not tried to use magic, so perhaps he has no magic to wield. Bloodless, then. He’s got at least five inches on her and he’s bulky with muscle, but she’s trained since she could walk. On a good day, she reckons she could take him, but with her ankle … She tests her weight on it, wondering whether she should run instead, but it almost crumples beneath her. Running is out of the question.

He lunges and she flings a hand out, fingers splayed. Panic flares in his eyes, barely visible through his mask, and she feels a fleeting satisfaction when he hesitates. A man without magic has no hope of besting a witch. Usually, anyway.

Before doubt can overwhelm her, before any traitorous thoughts can puncture her courage, she mutters a prayer to Sqaõi and casts the first spell that comes to mind. The spell that still haunts her.

‘Forsvare!’

He throws up an arm, but he needn’t have bothered. Because absolutely nothing happens. She bites down hard to stop the cry of frustration. She is the Nachstern witch princess and heir to the throne of Arturea, daughter to Queen Guinevere Nachstern, the most powerful witch in the queendom, and Astrid can’t even perform a shield spell to save her own life. This realization dawns on the assassin’s face as his cool-blue eyes fix on her. Then he smiles. Genuinely smiles.

The sick bastard.

‘So the little hag can’t cast,’ he says in Vatran. He’s from the southern continent, not that it’s a surprise to Astrid, given it was the southerners who were always trying to kill her. The southern royals anyway.

She pulls two small daggers from the black leather cuffs at her wrists and assumes a fighting stance, willing her hands not to shake.

‘I don’t need to cast to kill you.’ She adjusts her daggers so the slender hilts sit between her middle and forefingers, the curved onyx blades becoming makeshift claws. The assassin begins to circle her, but she won’t give him her back – Jessa has drilled that into her often enough.

She studies his movements, trying to glean anything that might give her some sort of edge, but his footing is sure. The black clothing he wears is a stark contrast to the snow-white surroundings, and he’s wearing no cloak, nothing loose that could prove a hindrance to him. Unlike her. She shrugs off her own heavy cloak and shivers as the frigid air hits her.

He stops pacing. ‘I was going to come for you after dark, but this is much more fun.’

‘Ah, that explains the black,’ Astrid replies. ‘I just thought you were an idiot.’

He keeps his smile locked in place, but Astrid notices his right eye twitch. She’s pissed him off. Good.

‘I’m the idiot? And yet here you are – no guards, no familiar, no magic.’ He licks his lips, and she suppresses a shudder. ‘I can’t believe my luck.’

Astrid can’t believe her shitty luck, either. Six years hidden away in these isolated mountains at the end of the world, and this maniac has managed to find her. The reason she’s even here is because no one can find it.

‘How did you get here?’ she bites out. The expansive Isfjell mountain range sits at the very north of the Arturean continent and spans from east coast to west, even its lowest peaks reaching beyond the clouds. They cannot be crossed. And the passage carved through the mountains that allows them to reach their home of Fort Isfjell is magically hidden. It is impossible to find its entrance. Though apparently not for this lone man. Why bother? she wants to say. Why try to kill her when she’ll be dead in a few weeks anyway?

He resumes his pacing, eyes on her daggers, then flips his hatchet, catching it easily. She supposes it’s too much to ask that he might sever his own limb. ‘Let’s just say your people have gotten sloppy.’

Astrid pauses. ‘Sloppy’ is not part of the Ulvene’s vocabulary. Her mother’s elite witch and witchkin soldiers are the greatest warriors in Arturea, maybe across both continents, so if he managed to tail them somehow, it’s because this assassin is better than she’s giving him credit for. Goddess, she needs to do something, needs to stall him until Jessa finds her, because without her vials and with a busted ankle, Astrid doesn’t fancy her chances.

‘Do you think you’re the first to come after me?’ She might be able to brazen this out. ‘Please, I stopped keeping count when it hit three figures.’ To be honest, she stopped counting at twenty, because at that point, what’s the difference between twenty and two hundred people trying to murder her? She’d almost forgotten what it was like, the adrenaline, the terror she felt every single day before she came to Isfjell, not knowing who might attack her next. But no one’s tried to kill her since her father died during the last attempt.

She points a claw at the masked man. ‘What you don’t seem to have grasped is that I’m still here. Alive. Which means the others failed. What do you think happened to them, hmm?’ She flips one of her claws, catching it between her knuckles. ‘I’ll give you a choice. Flee now and live. Or stay and die.’

He glances to the path beyond the trees on his right. Her hands tremble, the fear she’s kept leashed starting to slip. Fear is good, she reminds herself. Fear can keep you alive. She shifts her weight, positioning herself if she needs to loose a claw, but her bad ankle gives way and she fumbles her footing, dropping one of the daggers. The assassin bares his teeth at her. A shiver ripples along her spine, nothing to do with the cold this time.

‘Nice try, Hag.’

And he throws his axe.

She dodges, but she’s not fast enough to avoid his fist as he punches her square across the cheek. Bone shatters, and she falls hard to the ground, vision going black. She tries to move, but the man is on top of her, his knees pinning her elbows. The pain that sparks through her tells her he’s broken one of them. Rough fingers close around her neck. If a witch can’t speak, she can’t cast, not that it matters in her case. He’s savouring this, and it sickens her that she couldn’t hold her own against some second-rate knife for hire. All those assassination attempts and not a single time did she save herself. The image of her father’s face as he lay dying comes unbidden. The laughter lines around his eyes creased in pain, the blood bubbling at the corner of his mouth that she wiped away with a sleeve. His familiar’s too-still body beside him. She was useless then, and she’s useless now.

The panic she feels is beginning to abandon her. It’s okay, she tells herself. It’s easier this way. Her mother and Jessa don’t have to watch. She doesn’t have to humiliate herself in front of a crowd. Better to die now than in a Stars-forsaken duel.

But her heartbeat is a battle drum. Fight, fight, fight it sings to her. And she’s trying to fight – it’s just that her body has no fight left to give. She wishes she’d had a bit longer to help her queendom before she died. To stop the Blight ravaging it. Tears roll down her cheeks as she finally thinks of him. Her soul-bonded familiar. That he isn’t with her in their final moments. That he’ll die alone, no one but Astrid ever knowing he existed.

The assassin tightens his grip.

And chokes the air out of Astrid.

A voice carries through the trees, the ethereal song a balm to Astrid’s pain, and the man’s fingers loosen as he starts to sway above her. She can breathe again and every gulp is torture. Bliss.

An inhuman scream rends the air. The man is no longer on top of her. Her arms and hands are tingling, the feeling coming back to them as blood rushes in. The screaming becomes a sickening, wet gargle and she wonders for a moment if it’s her. But, no. It’s the assassin.

The man’s cries cease and there’s an odd lapping sound, like an animal supping from a pool of water. Astrid slowly lifts her head towards the noise.

A giant white fox – larger than a mountain lion – is gorging on the man’s body.

The fox turns his massive head, looking over a powerful shoulder. Red, bright as a berry, stains his salivating maw.

Astrid breathes a sigh of relief. A very painful sigh of relief.

‘Thank the Stars.’ She clutches her neck. ‘You—’ She coughs. It hurts too much to speak. You could have come before he destroyed my larynx, she wants to say. But it would be ungrateful. She’s alive, after all.

‘I’d say it serves you right for sneaking out and ditching your pendant.’ Her personal guard, Jessa, strides into the forest clearing, looking murderous, the handle of her golden whip in one hand, its tail snaking around her hips, the pendant that allows her to track Astrid in her other hand.

‘Well, that explains the music,’ Astrid rasps. Jessa’s Witch Gift is her song – her power able to lull anyone to sleep. Astrid shakes off the grogginess. The magic hadn’t been directed at her, so she wasn’t hit with the full force of it, but she still feels like she could sleep for a week. Or maybe that’s because she was strangled.

‘Gods, you’re a mess.’ A look of concern breaks through the anger in Jessa’s spring-green eyes. She bends down and grasps Astrid beneath the shoulders, heaving her up. Astrid gasps, wobbling on her ankle. Her broken arm is at an odd angle.

‘I’m sorry.’ Astrid winces.

Jessa quirks a brow. ‘Are you?’

‘Of course I am. I just’ – she sighs – ‘I needed this. Needed one last night in these woods before … well, you know.’ Jessa’s expression softens, and Astrid can’t bear the pitying look she’s giving her. ‘Your timing is impeccable, by the way. Was that to teach me a lesson?’

Jessa snorts. ‘Hardly. We came as soon as Quince picked up the guy’s scent.’ She nods to her fox. This is why having a familiar like Quincy would be so useful. Not only because of all those sharp teeth but because he’s a tracker, his senses amplified by his Gift. He can hear the flapping of a tern’s wings from half a mile away. ‘Never seen the beast move so fast. I started singing and then Quincy finished him off.’

Quincy’s voice is gruff as he says, HE TASTES AS BAD AS HE SMELLS.

‘Then why did you eat— Actually, never mind,’ Astrid says, fighting the nausea as she notices the man’s intestines strewn across the ground.

‘You know Quince. Always hungry,’ Jessa says.

Astrid tentatively strokes her neck. ‘How bad is it?’

‘Not as bad as your face.’ Jessa cups her cheek and a warmth spreads through her as Jessa mutters, ‘Helbre,’ a healing spell that Astrid hasn’t quite mastered – not that she needs to when she can brew the most powerful healing solution in Arturea. Next Jessa heals her arm, ankle, and finally her neck, the evidence that someone tried to kill her now only a few yellow bruises.

‘Did you even try to cast?’ Jessa asks.

‘Of course I did.’

‘And?’

‘And nothing. Not a sausage.’ Astrid just can’t get past this block on her power. It’s as if when her dad died, her ability to battle cast died with him. General spell work – or craft casting as they called it – no problem, even if she isn’t the most powerful witch. But ask her to cast any offensive or defensive spell, it’s like someone’s turned off the faucet and stopped all the magic flowing.

‘Why didn’t you use your vials?’ Jessa picks up Astrid’s cloak and fixes it around her shoulders.

‘They’re at the bottom of my pack, which is somewhere in those bushes.’

‘Until we sort your battle casting out, and while you continue to make stupid bloody decisions, they never leave your person – you got that?’

Astrid nods, and Jessa opens her mouth to continue, but Astrid interrupts her. ‘Please stop. I know, all right?’

Jessa crosses her arms. ‘Fine. Quince, find her pack.’ The fox slinks into the undergrowth, retrieving Astrid’s pack a moment later and dropping it at her feet. She thanks him and scans the ground until she sees her grimoire, damp from the snow. If Gram was alive, she’d kill Astrid for treating her precious tome this way. Astrid grimaces as she casts a dry heat spell over it, hoping the moisture hasn’t gotten into the delicate pages, then slots it inside her bag. She pulls out a leather strap and ties her hair up in a high ponytail, the wet navy strands looking almost black. Jessa’s hair, naturally dandelion yellow, is dyed navy blue to match Astrid’s. Though the roots are poking through.

‘What is it?’ Astrid asks at the look on Jessa’s face.

‘Your mother just got home.’

‘Ah, so that’s what he meant.’ Astrid gestures at the dead man. ‘He said we’d gotten sloppy. He must have followed Mum through the tunnels.’

‘Let’s agree not to share that tidbit with the queen, seeing as how we’re leaving anyway.’

‘We’re leaving now?’

‘Tonight.’ Jessa clasps her shoulder. ‘It’s time.’

Astrid’s hands drop to her sides.

It’s time. Time to leave Isfjell, to sail for Vatra and its capital city, where – in seven weeks – she’ll duel Prince Zryan.

To the death.

All to decide whether Arturea or Vatra will lay claim to the Heart – the infinite source of the land’s magic.

When she was eight years old, her parents sat her down to explain what the duel was and what was expected of her. After the initial shock faded, after all the crying and yelling, denial and fear, Astrid finally asked a coward’s question. What if she didn’t fight? What if she forfeit the duel? It wasn’t as if Arturea relied on the Heart, not when they hadn’t taken guardianship of it in centuries. But her mum squeezed her eyes shut – a rare moment of vulnerability – and told her the terms of the Covenant wouldn’t allow it. An heir could not forfeit. An heir could not run from it. Then she’d said the five words that would shape the rest of Astrid’s life.

You duel, or you die.

Astrid heaves a breath. It’s time.

She lifts her pack and retrieves one of her claws, looking for the other until she spots Quincy holding it in his mouth. She takes it, avoiding the gore, and ruffles his coarse fur in thanks. She’s the only other person allowed to touch Jessa’s familiar. The only person who would keep her hand after doing so.

‘I suppose twenty-four is not so young to die,’ Astrid finally says.

Jessa grabs her by the cloak. ‘Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare say that. You’re not going to lose, do you hear me?’ Jessa’s eyes are bright with emotion. It makes Astrid’s chest ache.

‘Oh, Jess,’ she says, taking her friend’s hands. ‘However much we wish it so, we both know that’s not true.’

Because Jessa knows as well as Astrid does that she has no hope of winning this duel to the death. Not when her opponent has a massive Hel-damned dragon.
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Skylar

Skylar stands side-on to the crowd. A blindfold is tied over her eyes, blocking out the light of the harsh sun. She used to stand with her back to the punters for this part, but people had claimed she was cheating. Around her, the crowd is buzzing, probably the biggest she’s ever performed in front of. Not that she cares, particularly. She takes a breath, the air hot and acrid in her mouth. The smell of the Stone City is overwhelming, unlike anything she’s ever known, a mixture of sweat and spice and something she’s pretty sure is sulphur.

‘And now,’ booms Aldric’s velvet voice, ‘behold as Dancer puts her trust in Blade for our final act!’

The murmuring of the crowd grows louder, but Skylar blocks it out. She listens to the clicking of the wheel she knows Amara is tied to, as she’s been so many times before. She takes the first dagger that Torin hands her, grips the familiar hilt. She knows exactly how to time it so that each dagger lands on either side of Amara’s head, her waist, her feet.

She hears the next click and, without hesitation, she throws.

The applause on the street lets her know she’s aimed right, and she takes the next dagger from Torin, cricking her neck before she throws again. Sweat rolls down between her shoulder blades – it’s hot everywhere in Vatra, but the capital seems particularly unforgiving.

The crowd is chanting, shouting her stage name. She knows Amara loves it when they do this for her, but Skylar just finds it distracting. And today she’s more distracted than usual – because Cam still hasn’t come home.

Sweat licks her palm as she takes the last dagger. She counts the clicks of the wheel, finds the sound of Amara’s steady breathing in amongst the noise of the city. Then throws for a final time.

There’s a gasp, followed by huge cheers. She strips her blindfold off and, while Amara is unstrapped from the wheel, scans the crowd for the millionth time today. Still no sign of him.

Aldric escorts Amara over to Skylar’s side, beaming at the people watching. He’s chosen to be a redhead today with jet-blue eyes. He holds up one of each of their hands. ‘I give you, Blade and Dancer!’

Skylar notices that behind her blonde hair, one of Amara’s ears is bleeding, clearly sliced. Oops.

But still, Amara curtsies, a beautiful smile on her heart-shaped face. Skylar doesn’t bother, still scanning for Cam. She sees Izzo, prowling through the crowd unnoticed, her hand occasionally moving into a pocket or a loosely hanging bag, while the unsuspecting audience drops coins into the collection tub in front of them. Above them, stone dragon perches loom, but everyone here must be used to the sight of them – not one person glances up. Skylar supposes it’s probably a different matter entirely when the dragons are actually using them.

As the crowd dissipates, quick to get bored now the performance is over, Amara glares at Skylar. ‘You deliberately nicked me.’

Skylar scoffs. ‘I did not. Thought they’d like to get a sense of the stakes, that’s all.’ Not true, but she doubts Amara would appreciate her admitting her concentration hasn’t been on point – she’s the one who gets daggers thrown at her.

‘If you do that again, Skylar, I swear to Arach—’

Skylar rolls her eyes. ‘Pray to the dragon god all you like – he doesn’t give two shits about anyone but the royals.’

Izzo weaves her way towards them, still unnoticed by anyone – even the two city guards who stopped to watch the performance earlier. Izzo knows how to be stealthy, Skylar will give her that. And from her self-satisfied smile, it’s a good haul today.

‘You only think that because you’re going to Vaar when you die,’ Amara mutters.

‘I heard that,’ Skylar says – but she doesn’t really care what Amara thinks. She’d like to see her – see any of them – do what she can do.

‘Oh, are you a Sensor now?’ Amara asks scathingly.

Skylar ignores her, pulling the pin out of her hair, then twisting the knot back into place as Aldric jerks his chin to the lot of them. Skylar sees the illusion he’s holding over Amara fade, her blonde hair becoming duller, skin paler. Izzo’s hair is back to being short and dark, and the tattoo down the left side of her face is once again on show. Aldric always hides that tattoo, says it makes her too noticeable. So that means Skylar will be back to her usual bronze-haired, amber-eyed self, too, then.

Aldric keeps the illusion around himself as they head off the main street, back towards their temporary camp on the outskirts of the city. He always uses his power on them for the performance but finds it too hard to maintain for much longer – not that he’d ever admit to that. He’s an Illusionist, arguably one of the more coveted Blooded orders, but he’s clearly a grade two – as much as he might try to pretend he’s a three.

Torin skulks behind Aldric as they walk. He’s packing enough muscle that most people skirt out their way, put off by his sheer presence – and he’s not even a Physick, his strength purely natural. Skylar wonders just how many Blooded are hiding in the Stone City – she’s only encountered a handful in the last few years. Torin eyes up a woman who gets too close to Aldric and she scurries backwards, nearly falling over herself. Torin’s mouth stretches into a cruel grin. Skylar knows he’d just love an excuse to break someone’s nose – or worse.

Izzo sidles up beside Skylar as they meander along so as not to call attention to themselves. It’s not that they’re doing anything wrong – well, the performing part, not the stealing part. But there’s always a chance some guard or other takes issue with the way they’re living, and given they only make half what they earn through the actual performance, it’s best to keep a low profile.

‘Good show,’ Izzo says.

Skylar shrugs. It’s the same thing over and over, not particularly good or bad. They turn left, down one of the side alleys, Skylar’s leather boots slapping against the orange stone. You can tell they’re heading to the poorer part of the city – the buzz of magic, running through overground lines, is quieter here. Fewer people can afford to pay for Vitalas to cool or light their homes out this way, Skylar suspects. Not that she’s ever needed that sort of magic – no use for it, when you’re moving from place to place every few months.

Izzo is watching her out of dark eyes.

Skylar raises her eyebrows. ‘Yes?’

‘Cam still didn’t show.’ It’s a statement, not a question, so Skylar doesn’t answer. ‘It doesn’t mean—’

‘Of course it does,’ she snaps. She takes a breath, inhales the taste of sulphur. She wonders if it’s the dragons that cause that smell – she’s never known anything like it, and the Stone City is the nearest point to Isla Draka, where all the dragons, save the three that belong to the royals, reside. The stench doesn’t help the coiling in her gut or the way her blood heats, making her want to act.

They all had the same reaction this morning, when they headed out and saw that Cam still wasn’t in his tent, having never come home last night. They’d told her not to worry, that he’d probably just partied too hard. Well, Izzo had told her that. Amara told her he’d probably found someone to run off with, leaving her behind, and Torin had said nothing at all. Because none of them gives a shit.

‘You coming over later?’ Izzo asks, curling a strand of her short black hair around her ear.

‘My best friend is missing – so I’m not in the mood, but thanks.’ Izzo narrows her eyes, and although she doesn’t say anything, Skylar feels the tiniest surge of guilt. She likes Izzo – as much as she likes anyone she sleeps with, at least. But right now, all she can think of is Cam.

It’s as they’re walking down the final alley, towards the abandoned lot they’re calling home for now, that Skylar sees it. Stuck on a crumbling stone pillar that may once have been a dragon perch, a poster flutters in the smallest of breezes. She saw a poster like this when they arrived here a couple of weeks ago and didn’t think anything of it, but now …

She snatches it off the pillar, staring down at it. She feels a pounding in her head as the writing blurs in front of her eyes.

Breathe, Lar.

It’s Cam’s voice, only it’s not really his, only an echo.

‘Skylar?’ Izzo is waiting for her. ‘What are you—?’

Skylar doesn’t know what, exactly, is showing on her face – but it’s enough to cut Izzo off. Izzo glances down at the poster in Skylar’s hand. ‘We still don’t know anything for sure,’ she says, her voice low.

Skylar knows Izzo is trying to offer comfort – as much comfort as ever exists between them, anyway, but that’s not what she needs right now. She needs answers.

‘I’ll see you later,’ she says, not even looking at Izzo as she strides past her and into their camp, ignoring the others who are passing around a bottle of akavit, and heading straight for Aldric’s tent. It’s bigger than the rest of theirs, with two different areas – living space and bedroom – while the rest of them have just one. Skylar has never known whether the grandeur is down to an illusion or if it’s really as nice as it appears. She suspects the former, given it can’t be this big in reality – and because she always thinks she can feel the pulse of magic when she’s in here.

Aldric is shrugging out of his waistcoat and dumping it on the back of his desk chair. He glances over his shoulder at her. His illusion has shifted – his hair now more brown than red, eyes a lighter shade of blue. She’s wondered, more than once, what he really looks like behind his many masks.

‘Yes, Sugarplum?’

She slams the poster down on the desk – wooden, which is almost impossible to come by in Vatra, and therefore coveted.


NOTICE TO THE CITIZENS OF VATRA

[image: line image]

YOUR KINGDOM NEEDS YOU

As decreed by

KING ZACHAY DE VERAS

third of his name, in the year 502 EC

Service in the King’s Army is mandatory for

Blooded of all orders – now to include

Projectors, Sensors, and Discerners

• Those aged between 20–50 to report for active duty •

• Those aged 50–65 to report for training and noncombat duty •

Exemptions apply to recognized professions, and mothers with dependants under the age of 16

[image: line image]

Let this also serve as a reminder that every Blooded citizen is required, by law, to register their Blooded order and their grade.

Any Blooded citizen who refuses to report for duty will stand trial before the king.



He doesn’t even look at it as he takes a bag of money from his pocket, throws it down next to his dragonglass sculpture.

‘Did you know about this?’ she demands.

Finally, he glances down at the poster. The paper is faded, the edges torn, but it reads clearly all the same.

Aldric pushes the poster away, slumps into his chair behind the desk. ‘Of course I knew about it. The whole Arach-damned country knows about it. This isn’t a new thing, Sugarplum – where have you been?’

And, yes, okay, she knew about conscription, knew that the king has been rounding up Blooded to serve in his army, but until this point it’s always seemed like a vague concept, happening to people other than them. She doesn’t know anyone who has been taken – the virtue of moving around so much, perhaps. Aldric and Cam, the only Blooded in their troupe, aren’t even on the Blooded Register the royals claim is mandatory. Given the Blooded claim to have inherited their powers from the dragons themselves, she’d expect them to be more highly valued in society – but right now, being Bloodless is clearly the way forward.

‘And yet you brought us here. Into danger.’

‘Well, you’re not in danger,’ he says pointedly.

She opens her mouth, closes it again. He’s right, she tells herself.

You are not Blooded, Skylar.

Her mother’s voice. She’s not heard it in fifteen years, since her mother was killed, but she can conjure those words easily enough – the thing her mother drilled into her, over and over. Sometimes accompanied by a sad shake of her head or a hand, running down Skylar’s hair.

Aldric gives a satisfied nod at whatever he sees on Skylar’s face. ‘It was a calculated risk,’ he continues. ‘And, look, we’ve made more than a usual week in one show.’ He gestures to the money bag on the desk. ‘I told you, didn’t I? Everyone is flocking here because of the duel.’

Right. The duel that she doesn’t give two shits about. But apparently the rest of the country wants to watch almighty Prince Zryan kill the witch princess for sport. And that’s why Aldric brought them here weeks ago, three months before the duel was even due to start. Because it’s not just the duel itself – there’s the so-called grand arrival, the parade – plenty of opportunities to bulk up their takings, while the heirs are being shown off in the weeks counting down to the fight.

We might get to see the dragons, Lar. She can hear the wistful longing in Cam’s voice, remembers how his warm brown eyes had lit up.

She twists the ring on her finger – the one he found amongst Izzo’s takings. A black band with a glittering ruby stone. For you, O Mighty Dagger Queen.

She rolled her eyes. What am I supposed to do with a ring?

It’s a circle. Circles are eternal. He gave her one of those floppy smiles – the type he used when he was winding her up. Like our friendship.

She shoved at him, laughing. You’re such a nerd. But she put the ring on, anyway.

‘Cam is missing,’ she says to Aldric. ‘He’s gone – don’t you get that?’

Stand trial before the king. Is that what’s happened? Has he been taken? Because Cam is Blooded. And he’s a Projector. One of the more common Blooded orders. Useful for Aldric – because Cam had been able to Project into people’s minds, advertising their performances, while staying out of harm’s way – and warn them if he saw trouble approaching. Not much use in a fight, which presumably is why Projectors haven’t been recruited before. So why now?

Aldric waves an unconcerned hand in the air. ‘He might show up.’

But Skylar doesn’t think so – because she knows Cam. Her best friend, the one person in the entire world she loves. He wouldn’t have left her – and if he’d gone somewhere of his own accord, he would have Projected a thought to her, telling her he was okay. She’d snuck out once on her own, when she was about fourteen. He went absolutely ballistic when she got back – and they agreed, they wouldn’t do it again without telling each other.

Then there’s the other thing – something she told Aldric last night, though he brushed it off. The flash of fear she felt – his last Projection to her, a jumble of thoughts that meant one thing. He was afraid.

‘And if he doesn’t?’ Skylar demands.

Aldric shrugs. ‘Then he’s been taken.’ Skylar feels anger surge in her veins. She knows Aldric is a selfish bastard, but this is Cam they are talking about. ‘Now, now, Sugarplum,’ he says, catching sight of her expression. ‘There’s nothing I can do, is there?’

‘You can find him. We can look for him. Before he stands trial.’

‘That whole trial business is nonsense,’ Aldric says mildly. ‘Ask anyone. The poor sods they find are shipped off to the camps, no trial needed.’

Skylar stares at him. How can he just be sitting there, saying this? She and Cam have been with him the longest, after he lost two of his previous crew – one retired, one, if Skylar is right about it, killed for trying to leave.

Well, there’s your clue, Lar Lar.

Do not call me Lar Lar. An echo of a real conversation now, one in her tent, where she sat on her bed, arms folded tightly. What were they? About twelve?

‘Why are they even conscripting?’ Skylar asks. ‘If they are so sure that their prick of a dragon rider is going to win the duel, what’s the point of building an army?’ Because isn’t that the whole reason the duel even exists – to stop Vatra and Arturea going to war over the Heart?

‘You know, I’ve been wondering that, too.’ He’s unconcerned, though. Mild curiosity, nothing more.

‘Fine.’ She turns to leave the tent. Outside, she hears Amara’s annoying girlish laugh. ‘If you’re doing nothing, then I will.’

Because Cam might not be gone. He might have run into trouble yesterday after the performance. Guards were crawling the streets, and she’s heard rumours of what they can do. And she knows firsthand, doesn’t she, that the Dreki, the king’s elite royal guards, are much worse.

Skylar makes to storm out, but Aldric is on his feet and in front of her quicker than you can say dragon stones. His illusion shifts in front of her, making him look bigger, more imposing.

‘You’d be stupid to head out there alone,’ he says bluntly. ‘You don’t know this city, it’ll burn you alive.’

‘Good thing fire dragons are extinct then, isn’t it?’

‘You’re not going.’

She gives him a slow, humourless grin. ‘I’d like to see you stop me.’ She slides the pin out of her hair for emphasis, tapping it against her palm. The only thing she has of her mother’s – and it’s come in handy more than once. A weapon she always has on her, and one people are never prepared for.

Aldric’s eyes flicker to it. ‘Don’t forget who took you in. You owe me, Sugarplum.’

She remembers well enough. He found her when she was only ten years old: the night her mother was murdered by the Dreki. Hunted down to the far corners of Vatra, because of what she was. She remembers her mother shoving the pin into her hands, telling her to run. Remembers turning back once, to see one of the Dreki slice a blade across her mother’s throat.

She shuts her brain down – she’s taught herself to avoid thinking of that night. Fifteen years ago, and she’s told no one what really happened, not even Cam.

‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘You took me in. And I’ve more than paid you back.’ She reaches around him, taking one of the coins out of the pouch on his desk. Both for emphasis and because it might come in handy for a bribe.

Aldric doesn’t try to stop her – maybe he knows he can’t. He was all for her training with Torin when she’d insisted, but now she wonders if he regrets it. They all know basic self-defence, in case they’re caught stealing and things get ugly. But Skylar went one step further – and made Torin teach her how to really fight – with her hands, weapons, anything. Because she does not want to be murdered the way her mother was.

Aldric folds his arms. ‘If you walk out this tent, don’t expect to come back to camp tonight.’

Skylar snorts. She might need him for safety, but he needs her just as much – she’s the star performer. Without her he only has a thief, a bodyguard, and half an act. No way he isn’t going to let her come back.

She strides right on past him. ‘Screw you.’

If he won’t help, fine. She’ll find Cam herself – and burn the whole Arach-damned city if she has to.
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Astrid

Astrid takes a deep breath and knocks on the door. She’s managed to steer clear of her mother so far, locking herself in her cabin last night and missing breakfast this morning, but she can’t keep avoiding her while they’re stuck on the same canal boat together. Better to suck it up and get on with it.

‘Enter,’ her mum calls.

Astrid opens the door, bracing herself. The queen is sitting by a magically burning fire, its deep pink flames casting her moon-white hair in a rose light. Her mum’s familiar is sprawled by her feet, taking up most of the cabin. The huge golden bear raises his head in acknowledgement before flopping back down, closing his eyes. It’s a good sign if Bjorn is this relaxed – it means her mum can’t be that angry.

‘Jessa told me what happened,’ her mum says by way of greeting. She folds away the letter she’s reading, angling it so Astrid can’t see what’s written on it. This is typical of her mother; more protective than secretive. It would annoy Astrid if she wasn’t used to it. ‘You snuck out and almost got yourself killed.’ Her mother looks up. ‘In the name of Nyx, Astrid, how could you be so stupid? So selfish?’

Nice to see you, too, she thinks. Her mum stands and walks towards her, her tall, athletic frame wrapped tightly in furs, despite the heat in the room – Astrid can tell she’s lost weight these last few weeks she’s been away. Stress, no doubt, as well as the amount of magic she’s having to expend to help the people of Arturea. The braided platinum arm ring gifted to her by Astrid’s father on their wedding day is looser around her wrist. Astrid rubs at the cuffs around her own wrists. They were a present from her father, too.

‘If you won’t respect the protections we put in place to ensure your safety, then at least respect them for the sake of Arturea and the people here who are relying on you.’ Gwen’s voice has become solemn. Astrid knows this is not her mother but her queen addressing her now. ‘How did he even get his hands on you, with all your training? Why didn’t you cast? In the name of the Goddess, Astrid, if you were almost murdered by some Bloodless assassin, how do you expect to survive the prince?’

‘I don’t,’ Astrid says simply.

You duel, or you die.

Or in Astrid’s case, she duels and she dies anyway.

Her mum looks like Astrid’s smacked her. ‘So – what, you’ve just given up?’

‘You know I haven’t; I’m just being realistic. Even if I could battle cast, there’s no spell that can down a dragon. Witches stronger than me have lost this duel, and no witch has beaten a dragon heir in nearly four hundred years.’ Astrid would know: she’s studied every one of the duels, hoping to learn something that would help her defeat the prince.

‘Casting may not be much use against one of those beasts, but the prince is just a man,’ her mum retorts.

Astrid laughs humourlessly. ‘Just a man? He’s lauded as the greatest warrior Vatra has ever seen. He’s bonded to the most powerful Elemental dragon since records began. And he’s a Prime, Mum, you said so yourself.’ Of course her opponent would be a Prime – the rarest and most powerful of the Blooded in Vatra. And while witches are definitely more magically powerful than any grade one or two Blooded, given the variety of magic they wield, a grade three or a Prime Blooded is a different story. Make it a Prime with a dragon, well, then you’ve likely got a dead witch. She takes a steadying breath. ‘He is not “just a man”.’

‘I am well aware of his accolades, Astrid, but your attitude—’

‘I haven’t given up,’ Astrid interrupts. Even to her own ears the words sound like a lie. ‘And it’s not like I’ve got a choice in the matter anyway.’ No, her distant ancestor made sure of that when he signed the Covenant, an eternally binding magical contract that means the firstborn heirs of his line – her line – have to duel the Vatran heirs to the death.

‘You may have no choice but to fight, but you can choose how you approach this.’ Her mum grasps Astrid’s face between her hands. ‘Don’t be reckless now, don’t make it easy for them.’

The queen’s eyes burn with conviction, and Astrid can’t argue with her on that. The Vatran royals have been trying to kill Astrid her entire life, all to stop her even getting to the duel. Because if she dies before she duels, then Vatra automatically retains control of the Heart.

‘And yet, here we are, sailing for Vatra, right into the dragons’ nest, where it will be much easier for them to kill me.’

A growl issues from Bjorn, a warning to Astrid to watch her tone.

‘We’ve had this conversation.’ Her mum’s patience is wearing thin. ‘We have to go, so you may be blood bound – for your own protection.’

A chill kisses along her spine at the thought of linking her mortality to the prince’s – when they are bound by blood, if one dies, so does the other – but it’s a custom upheld since the second duel many moons ago, and the benefit will be no more assassination attempts. At least not by the Vatrans anyway, not if they don’t want to kill their own prince in the process.

‘We wouldn’t need the Blood Binding if we weren’t forced to turn up weeks in advance.’

‘Really, and the man who tried to kill you yesterday was what, chopped liver?’

Okay, her mother has a point. She wonders again why they sent an assassin now when it would take a miracle for her to beat the prince. And she really does need to beat the prince, not so much for herself but for Arturea. Because this duel is different from all the others that have preceded it. This one will determine the survival of her entire queendom.

‘The Blood Binding is fine, it’s everything else. The parade, the Masked Ball, the Measuring? Where people place bets on us? Goddess, it’s so humiliating. I don’t understand why they’ – she carefully avoids saying ‘you’ – ‘put us through all that before we have to fight.’

Her mother sighs, but it’s sad rather than exasperated.

‘I know. I know you don’t want to do this, but it’s also an opportunity. I need you to trust me that I wouldn’t put you through all the pomp and ceremony if it wasn’t worth it, okay?’ Her mum rubs Astrid’s upper arms, and all the fight leaves her. She pulls out of the queen’s grip and takes a long sip of her tincture, draining the vial. The mixture helps manage her mood, helps her stay balanced and safe. Well, within reason. She wonders if there’s a tincture that protects the drinker from murderous dragon princes. Probably not.

Her mother watches as she puts the tonic away. They don’t talk much about Astrid’s ‘condition’, as her mother puts it. Gwen’s mother, Gram, had been the same – manic one moment, melancholic the next – and Astrid thinks her mum found that tough growing up. Though she’s never admitted as much to Astrid.

‘Do not let hopelessness prevail, my miracle girl.’ Astrid almost scoffs. Her mother has always called her that, but she feels like the opposite. A cursed girl. ‘There’s hope yet, I promise you. I’ve missed you,’ she adds, stroking Astrid’s hair.

‘I missed you, too.’

There’s a knock at the door and Jessa strides in, Quincy in tow.

‘Thought you could do with some sustenance.’ She places a pot of fresh mint tea – Astrid’s favourite – and some honey biscuits on the table, as well as some caribou tongue for the fox and the bear. She shoots Astrid a look, which she takes for an apology, but she’s not mad at Jessa.

‘You know I hate to ask …’ Her mum trails off, pouring a steaming cup of tea. Astrid sighs inwardly. She thought she’d get out of facing this question. Her mother has been haranguing her about finding her familiar since she came of age at thirteen, seeming to forget that the witch doesn’t find the familiar, the familiar finds the witch. ‘Don’t look at me like that – I just worry for you. You know you’re well beyond the age of the tethering now.’

‘As you’ve reminded me on countless occasions.’ The tethering is the bond that forges a familiar’s soul to its witch’s – and her mum’s trepidation at Astrid’s lack of a familiar, her worry that Astrid might be witchkin – and thus never tether a familiar – is better than facing her mum’s reaction if she knew about the familiar Astrid is tethered to.

‘Have you felt nothing? The right Gift could make all the difference.’ If she manifested a Gift like Jessa’s, or her mum’s, yes, it could make all the difference. A witch’s and a familiar’s Gift emerges at the same time, and, more often than not, a few months post the tethering. But while Astrid might have a familiar, her Gift has made no sign of showing. So she’s not lying when she says, ‘Sadly, no such luck.’

‘Well, until you do,’ Jessa cuts in, snapping a biscuit in half and taking a bite, ‘we’re going to be working on your battle casting, more specifically, on defence under pressure. After what happened yesterday, I’d say you’re in dire need of it.’

‘Thanks so much, Jess.’

‘You are so very welcome, Astrid.’ She smiles at her and shoves the other half of the biscuit in her mouth.

‘She’s right,’ her mum adds. ‘We know you can cast. I’ve learned firsthand there’s no point locking or warding anything when you’re around.’ Not that it stops her mum from trying, she thinks bitterly. ‘But the block is obviously around battle casting, which is understandable after what … happened.’ Her dad, she means. When she killed her own father because she couldn’t control a defensive spell. ‘But, Astrid, it is essential you overcome this before the duel.’

Astrid doesn’t need to be told this: she is painfully aware of that fact. Sometimes she wonders if her inability to battle cast is a punishment from the Stars. Magic is about balance, and all magic – whether Casting, Brewing, or Gift – has a cost. Casting is a tax on the body, using energy just like running or dancing would; Brewing is a tax on Nature herself, as she sacrifices her bounty for potions and poisons; and a Gift is a tax on the soul – a witch’s Gift feeding from her familiar’s soul, while a familiar’s Gift feeds off its witch’s. Of the three forms of magic, only brewing can bring about death, and even then, there are few concoctions that would kill the drinker, and fewer witches still with the skill to brew them.

The day her father died, the cost was too great. She couldn’t control her casting and now she is paying a debt, she’s sure of it.

Jessa rises from her chair, clapping her hands together. ‘Right, then, let’s stop talking about it and actually—’

She’s cut off by shouts from outside. The boat rocks as footsteps sound along the roof of the cabin. Astrid is up and out of the door in a heartbeat, Jessa on her heels, running to the front of the boat, where an Ulven, his serpent familiar wrapped around his wrist, is pointing to the first glimmer of sunlight they’ve seen today. Her mother’s craft magic is powering the boat, meaning their journey through the mountain has taken a day rather than two.

‘Finally,’ Jessa says. ‘I was getting claustrophobic in those tunnels.’

Astrid doesn’t share the sentiment. Thoughts of her father have lodged in her mind, and all she can think about is what happened last time she was out in the real world. What it used to be like for her. Back then, the constant threat of imminent death was the norm. Unease winds through her, plucking at her chest.

‘Are the defences up around the boat?’ It was an arrow that killed her dad, fired from thirty yards out by a Metallurgist who’d used her Blooded power to guide it straight for Astrid’s heart. It would have struck true if it hadn’t rebounded off Astrid’s poorly cast shield. The arrow had hit her father instead. Useless. She was useless.

She blocks the memory out.

Quincy sidles up to Astrid, rubbing a wet nose in her palm.

‘Your mum’s protections have been reinforced the entire time – she didn’t risk lowering them, not after that assassin made it through,’ Jess says.

Astrid squints as they emerge from the darkness of Stor Isfjell, the great mountain the canal weaves through. She averts her eyes from the brightness.

‘At least we have the light for training now,’ Astrid says, slipping her wool jumper off and tossing it on the deck. She faces her friend, but Jessa’s distracted, her eyes wide and focused on something behind Astrid. ‘Jess? What’s wrong?’ She whirls around to see what has Jessa so spooked.

And rears back.

No, this isn’t right. It can’t be. They’re still too far north – it should still be winter here. She was expecting snow-covered riverbanks and evergreens, not this. Sun-beaten earth and withered pines, muddied canal water and brittle yellow grass. Jessa grips her wrist so hard Astrid knows it will bruise.

‘The Blight,’ Jessa chokes out, her face chalk white. ‘I hadn’t … I didn’t …’

She doesn’t need to finish her sentence for Astrid to understand. They knew it was bad, but it’s different seeing it. The hand gripping her wrist tightens, and she gently prises Jessa’s fingers off. ‘Look at me, Jess. Deep breaths. Nice, deep breaths.’

Jessa inhales and blows out slowly. ‘I’m fine. I’m fine.’

She isn’t fine. Jessa is from Lofojen in the south, where the Blight has hit the hardest. Flash floods wiped out her entire hometown when she was nineteen – and almost all of the two thousand people who lived there, including Jessa’s family. Her parents and two younger sisters lost to the turbulent waters while Jessa was away training with the Ulvene. They never found the bodies.

This is why Astrid has to defeat the prince. This is what’s at stake. The Blight is getting worse, and it has to be linked to the Heart. Anger curdles in her stomach. It’s all the Vatran king’s fault, she’s sure of it. He’s interfering with the Heart’s ambient magic, somehow preventing it from reaching Arturea; and without it, the environment is collapsing. Her people are suffering. Dying.

Astrid hugs Jessa tight. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispers.

‘I’m okay. Really.’

‘You know you don’t have to pretend with me.’

‘I know, and I never would.’ Jessa pulls out of her arms and smiles sadly. ‘It’s just a shock.’

She looks back to the shore, and Astrid follows her gaze. They’re coming up to a village, and as they follow the canal through the centre, it’s apparent it’s been abandoned. Paint is peeling from the doors of the dilapidated chalets, and smashed windows open into empty rooms with no sign of life inside. The farmland they pass doesn’t fare much better. Rows of crops, once tall and golden, stand wilted and discoloured, their leaves curling inward. The air is thick with a musty, decaying scent that turns Astrid’s stomach.

‘Where did they all go?’ Jessa whispers.

‘A lot have gone to the capital, or to family living elsewhere,’ Astrid’s mum says, coming to stand beside Jessa. Her arm brushes against Jessa’s in comfort. ‘Hekselm is able to manage the extra numbers, and we’ve a lot of displaced people living in the Moon Palace.’

Their home, before they had to leave. The palace is named for the pearlescent white marble it’s made from and sits high on its own island at the centre of the River Heks. It used to be her favourite place in the world. She’s glad it’s not sitting empty. That it’s being used to help people. This is why her mum is away so often – battling the Blight. Saving her subjects.

‘How? How has it gotten so bad?’ Astrid asks.

‘Every year it gets worse. We’ve no idea why.’ Her mum’s hazel eyes slide to Astrid. ‘And we’re still no closer to discovering why it started in the first place.’

Astrid scoffs. ‘We know full well why – the Vatrans. The king still won’t help?’ Astrid asks her, already knowing the answer. Her mother has attempted every diplomatic avenue to get access to the Heart, to discover what’s wrong with it, but the king rejects her and denies, denies, denies.

‘He’s still claiming that it’s impossible for them to tamper with its power. If we had any idea how it works, then I’d know if what he says is true, but …’ She sighs.

The witches haven’t had access to the Heart for so many centuries that they’ve lost most of the information they ever had about it. The best hope of stopping the Blight is if Astrid beats the prince and claims guardianship of the Heart. Which is about as likely to happen as her familiar sprouting wings.

‘Perhaps, when we’re there, it’ll make a difference,’ Astrid says. ‘You never know – the king and queen might be more amenable in person.’

‘The queen maybe, but she has no influence. The king? Never. Trust me, you’ll be best avoiding that man like the Blight,’ Gwen says, and Jessa winces. ‘Sorry, poor choice of words, but I mean it. Keep well away from him, Astrid.’

The widebeam rocks gently as they pass another boat, the crew waving at them when they recognize the queen. They stop so Gwen can chat with them – turns out they’re witchkin from a nearby town who are monitoring the spread of the Blight.

Astrid slips a hand in Jessa’s and gives it a gentle squeeze, her mind whirring. She knows she can’t beat the prince, but, she decides, she can do something. She’s going to use her time in Vatra to find out as much as she can about the Heart, the Blight – anything at all that can help her mother before … Well.

Before she dies.
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Skylar

‘Skylar, just get on the bloody stage, will you?’ Aldric – appearing dark-haired, dark-skinned today – moves toward where she’s leaning against a stone wall, just offstage from where Amara is doing her signature dance with brightly coloured scarves. A dance that looks totally ridiculous, frankly.

Skylar inspects the dirt under her fingernails, not bothering to look at Aldric even as she hears the grind of his teeth. No doubt he’s holding an illusion around them so the gathering crowd can’t see him forcing her to perform. She can see them, though – it’s an even bigger crowd than yesterday, people stopping on their way to the harbour, where the witch party will be arriving later today. The city feels like it’s at bursting point, excitement and impatience and something else, something darker, lacing the air. Skylar doesn’t feel particularly strongly about anywhere they set up camp – a place is just a place, after all – but she doesn’t like it here, and not only because the city has taken Cam from her.

‘Skylar, I swear to Arach, if you don’t get out there in the next thirty seconds—’

‘You’ll what?’ she asks, still not looking at him, even as he moves closer, trying to threaten her with his size.

‘I’ll withhold your pay for this month,’ he snaps.

She shrugs. She and Cam have been saving, aiming to set up on their own one day – and Aldric sometimes withholds their pay for no good reason, anyway.

‘Or,’ he continues, and she can hear the anger he’s trying to hold on to, ‘I’ll let Torin practise a thing or two on you.’

She does look up at that, narrowing her eyes. He would. He’s let Torin have playthings plenty of times – although Torin has always come down on the ‘helpful’ side of the line for Skylar so far.

But she draws back her shoulders. ‘I’ve told you my deal. You help me get intel on Cam, and I’ll perform. Otherwise …’ She looks pointedly over to Amara, as if to say, That’s the best you’re going to get. And people are already starting to get bored of Amara, especially with the promise of the witches’ arrival, and are moving on, away from Izzo’s clever fingers.

Aldric stares at her. She stares back. She feels exhausted – she was out until the early hours of the morning, moving from tavern to tavern, trying to get people to talk. She found out little more than she already knew – yes, conscription is in full force, and some Blooded have been caught as they tried to flee the city, hoping to escape notice in the rural parts of Vatra or to even make it across the border to Arturea.

‘Fine,’ Aldric spits, giving in first. ‘Just get out there and I’ll see what I can find out. Okay?’

She salutes. ‘Okay, boss.’

He’s not going to help you if you wind him up, Lar.

He just agreed to help, didn’t he? Besides, you were always the diplomatic one. I’ll do it my way.

She gets no response from her imagined conversation with Cam, but she can picture the look he’d give her if he were here. She doesn’t care. He can give her that look in person, when she finds him.

Skylar heads to the ‘stage’, which is just an area Torin cleared by flexing his muscles. Torin has set up the tightrope, something that they’ve only managed to perfect in the last couple of months, given it needs to be fully portable. It was a Sensor in Sarkan who helped them – someone who had worked designing houses in the capital before getting out when rumours of conscription first started. Skylar only found out he was a Sensor in bed – where his heightened touch made for an interesting experience. She wonders if he’s still there, or if they’ve found him, too.

Amara is currently walking on her hands across the tightrope, people’s necks craning to watch. There is a round of applause as Amara flips off the tightrope, landing neatly on her feet and bowing. There are a couple of catcalls, and Amara blows a kiss in that general direction. She was born for the stage, really – much more so than Skylar.

‘And now,’ Aldric says, stepping forward with his arms outstretched, his colourful cloak billowing behind him, ‘Blade will show us how she earned her name.’

Torin jerks his head at Skylar, getting the daggers ready. She takes two of them as she climbs the ladder. Dust coats her tongue, and the stench of other people’s sweat is briefly overpowering. Why would anyone choose to live here?

She hears the buzz of impatient chatter below her as she reaches the top. She steps onto the tightrope, keeping her balance in a way that has always come naturally to her. She throws the two daggers into the air, allowing her senses to take over, telling her exactly when to catch them so she grasps the hilt and not the blade. Torin whistles below her and she nods. He throws another up to her, making it three, then four daggers that she juggles as she walks. There’s a soothing rhythm to it. It’s one of the only things she can do that makes her feel calm, that silences the energy she sometimes feels pounding around her body, urging her to do something reckless.

There are whoops and cheers below. She never bothers to acknowledge these – she might be doing it for show, but she’s not doing it for them. In truth, she hates this part, when she is something to gawp at.

But you look so pretty when you do it, Lar Lar. Something he’d said to her, when she was learning to juggle knives.

Pretty, huh? She’d taken a dagger, tapped it against her palm.

Deadly, he said quickly. I meant deadly, obviously.

‘Oi, Blade!’ someone with a thick accent shouts from the crowd. ‘Catch this!’

She barely has a second to register what’s happening. She hears it before she sees it, metal slicing air. She reacts on instinct, and as she throws one dagger up, she reaches out, snatching the knife from the air.

There’s a scream somewhere below, and Skylar’s breath hisses from her teeth as she wobbles. She caught it the wrong way, blade first, and the slice across her palm is deep. A child, maybe, screams again.

Steady, Lar.

She doesn’t let herself look down. She’s not that high – but falling would still hurt like Vaar. She continues to juggle, adding in the knife someone has so kindly thrown her into the mix – Torin was going to throw her another one anyway. But her hand is slick with blood, and pain sears her palm each time she catches. She feels a surge of anger and without looking, she chucks the knife back into the crowd, in the general direction of whoever threw it at her.

More screams as people duck. People are such fucking wimps, aren’t they?

When she reaches the end of the tightrope, she doesn’t look at anyone as she drops the daggers and climbs down the ladder. There is applause, stamping of feet, people cheering for more. She sees Aldric look at her, all narrow-eyed – but really, it’s not like he can disapprove, is it? He should be pleased – this will have created even more of a distraction for Izzo.

Blood is dripping on the orange clay ground when she reaches the bottom of the ladder, and as Aldric steps forward to announce the next act, Amara hands Skylar one of her scarves. She takes it without thanking her, bandaging her palm one-handed. Amara doesn’t offer to help.

‘And now, for our final—’ But there is a commotion somewhere at the back of the crowd. A city guard is dragging someone away – a man, no older than Skylar. He is pleading, but his words are lost as a buzzing fills the streets, as footsteps start scurrying away. A few people nearest the guard seem to try to help, but when another guard appears out of nowhere, they back off.

What has the man done? Is he Blooded? But the guards can’t tell just by looking at someone whether they are Blooded. Right?

Skylar feels an uncomfortable lurch in her stomach as she glances at Aldric. He jerks his head, telling them to get moving. When Skylar looks back at the crowd, Izzo is there, weaving towards them with her tattoo clearly on show – the illusion around her dropped away.

‘Time to leave,’ Aldric barks. ‘If the guards are here, then the army might not be far behind. They’re out in force today, and I don’t want to get caught in the middle of something.’

Skylar twists the ring on her finger. She has all of two seconds to decide what to do. But she doesn’t even need that long. Instead of ducking out of sight with Aldric and co., she uses the distraction to slip into the crowd. Izzo sees her, and Skylar nods towards the harbour. For a second Izzo holds her gaze – and Skylar knows she understands. Izzo hesitates, then gives a nod-shrug. Skylar smiles at her briefly before slinking away, glad that Izzo isn’t inclined to try to stop her. The only one who would have is Cam.

And whatever it is you’re doing, I don’t think it’s a good idea.

But it’s not necessarily a bad idea, is it? In truth, it’s not much of an idea at all – only that, if Aldric’s right, if the army is here today, then …

Then what, Lar? You going to try to beat my whereabouts from some random soldier?

She ignores that, allowing the thrust of the crowd to carry her towards the harbour. She’s never known so many people in one place – are they all really here to watch the witches arrive? Or is the hope that the dragons will appear – like Cam had thought? She wasn’t born when the last duel happened, but she’s heard rumours that people flocked from all over to see the two heirs try to bludgeon each other to death.

The scent of cracked corn and citrus mixes with the sulphur and spice as she walks – stalls selling things for people to eat while they wait. But there is a fouler smell coating the air, too, one that makes Skylar want to gag. She stumbles to a stop as she sees the cause of the stench. There, up ahead, hanging from one of the dragon plinths, is a corpse. A woman, though it’s difficult to be sure, given the life that has been leached from her body. Dead, no question about it, and already rotting under the harsh sun. But it’s more than that – it’s like her very essence has been sucked from her, leaving behind nothing but a shell. Despite the heat, Skylar shivers.

There are a few people around the feet of the woman, laying stones on the clay earth. One of them – a man – turns to look at her.

His gaze is so intense that Skylar swallows. ‘What happened?’ She can’t help asking. She can’t help wanting to know.

‘They said she was a rebel,’ he says, voice harsh. ‘She wasn’t, but what do they care? They had her executed anyway.’

A rebel. So it’s true, then. There are rebels out there, somewhere, fighting against the king. And not doing a very good job, if this woman’s fate is anything to go by. Skylar can think of nothing else to say, so she just moves past him, blending with the crowd once more.

‘Place your bets!’ A man
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