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  Preface


Dear Reader, 
Welcome to Tales from the Tarot: Volume 1 – Saga of the Swords!
This series was inspired by my fascination with metaphysical fantasy and the profound symbolism of the Tarot. Within these pages, you'll journey through Arcanis, a world where magic and myth meet medieval intrigue, with each book following a different character whose story embodies one of the Tarot's court cards. You don't need any knowledge of the Tarot to enjoy these stories—the archetypes are woven seamlessly into the narrative, enriching the journey for those familiar with them while remaining completely accessible to everyone.
The Saga of the Swords is told through three distinct voices—three perspectives on one epic tale. Following key members of the Court of Skies, these interconnected stories delve into a land of ancient prophecies, hard-won power, and magic that walks the line between salvation and ruin. In the kingdom of Epera, destinies are forged in the heat of conflict, and even the most unlikely heroes must rise to meet the shadows of their time.
Queen of Swords begins with Petronella—the overlooked daughter who becomes a queen fighting for justice. But her story is only the first card drawn. As the saga continues, you'll walk alongside Dominic Skinner, Joran, and others whose fates are inextricably woven together. Each perspective reveals new layers of the kingdom's struggle, and by the final book, you'll understand why each voice was essential to the whole.
At the heart of this saga are characters who resonate with universal struggles: courage tested by fear, loyalty strained by ambition, the cost of sacrifice, and the redemptive power of self-belief—all underpinned by the enduring themes of the Tarot. While each book shifts its lens to a new protagonist, the story is one vast, interconnected tapestry. Trust the journey. Stay with them. The threads will come together in ways you won't see coming.
I hope these stories transport you to a world where magic and history intertwine and that you'll find as much wonder in reading them as I did in weaving their tales. 
The adventure begins now—are you ready to draw your card?
Warmest blessings,
Christine Cazaly
LOOK OUT FOR THE NEXT SERIES IN TALES FROM THE TAROT:
'Way of the Wands'
Book 1: The Unbound Flame is available now!
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  A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR



The Saga of the Swords is an epic fantasy told through the eyes of 
three different characters, each representing a card in the tarot's 
suit of swords. 
While Petronella's journey begins here, the fate of the kingdom 
rests in the hands of all three. Each book shifts perspective to 
follow a different character's arc—but the story is one vast, 
interconnected whole.
Trust me. Stay with them. By the end, you'll understand why each 
voice was necessary.
— Christine
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  Prologue

Epera, From the Journal of Briana, Lady Falconridge, 1585


The news arrived from the Castle of Air last night: Darius has secured a betrothal with Prince Arion. For Petronella. She will take her older sister's place. Become Epera's queen. King Francis has agreed to wait until she comes of age. We have eight years in which to prepare her. 
How my husband managed it, I will never know. My mother has aged over the last fortnight since our great hope for the kingdom, Jana, died. Deep lines score the sockets under her weary eyes. We were just days away from the long journey south. We'd packed Jana's bags. The grooms had brushed her horse's coat until it gleamed like molten gold. Her coronation gown took up the whole of one trunk. Jana knew our plans, of course. Her role in the revival of our kingdom's magic. My mother refused to send her south without knowing what she faced. My Jana, always a warrior, from the moment she opened her mouth and squalled. And look where all that bright energy has ended. She lies in Falconridge's family tomb, her life over. Her laughter a silent echo in her empty chamber. How long will her shade linger there, I wonder? 
My youngest daughter is abed. Apprehension twists her fine white brow. She clutches her doll tight to her narrow chest. She cannot sleep without the herbs Felice de Winter mixes for her, and she has yet to speak since the accident. Her eyes follow us as we creep about her chamber, filled with loss. Without her sister, she's a puppet with cut strings. Felice has to sit with her and feed her soup, sip by sip, warm her cold feet. Tend her nightmares.
Petronella. Ever the quiet one. The fragile bird, as likely to take flight as to roost. She loves her books, as much as Jana avoided hers. A creature of ink and water, not flesh and blood. I look at her, lying there, trying to understand the shifting of her world without Jana to explain it to her, and I'm terrified for our kingdom's future.
My mother wants to prepare her for the role we had expected for Jana. I can't let her do it. Not Petronella. She hasn't the strength of her sister. Nor her courage.
So I have instructed Felice to give her the Heartsease Tea. Three doses, every day, without fail. Together, we will crush her magic. Together, we will keep her safe. My mother and I will teach her everything she will have to know to survive the Court of Skies. And I pray to the Mage that he blesses her with a child.
Because without a child, we are all doomed.







  
  Chapter One

Epera, Castle of Air, Court of Skies 1603



Candlelight glinted on the remains of the evening meal. A warm glow lingered on the greasy legs of gnawed fowl and made shining puddles of spilled wine that pooled the boards like old blood. Members of the nobility, clad in velvet and fur against the weather, crowded the four long central tables in the Great Hall. Courtiers toasted each other with clashing tankards and tossed gnawed bones aside, ignoring the hopeful dogs and skinny peasants who watched for scraps. Voices swollen with alcohol echoed around the Great Hall like the raucous chatter of crows. 
Old Girdred with his harp warbled almost unnoticed in his usual corner by the massive fireplace while a troupe of jugglers performed a series of lacklustre tricks to the less than attentive audience. Smoke, burnt meat, stale ale and rotting vegetables formed a pungent backdrop to the poisonous gossip that coiled through the air.
Clad in sumptuous blue velvet and crowded between the men at the top table, Petronella, Queen of Epera, massaged a dull headache as she regarded her meal. Her stomach begged for food, but her throat had constricted along with the rising tension in her shoulders. Picking a morsel of stale bread from her silver plate, she placed it in her mouth and chewed, trying to ignore the speculative glances that rained on her from the feasting nobility. 
She shifted to her right as her husband, King Arion, leaned into her. His eating knife waved perilously close to her ear as he argued his point with the oily and war hungry Count of Dupliss on his left. Dupliss perched in his chair like a stork, a stick like dapper figure dressed in black. He trimmed a piece of meat from the bone, cut it into precise pieces, and arranged it in its own gravy as he listened with courteous attention to the king.
“What can Oceanis expect other than war if they persist in raising their prices? We cannot feed our people with what we now produce. The granaries are almost empty, and all Merlon does is sit on his plentiful arse while we fight for scraps in the rain.”
Dupliss replied to his king, his lowered voice unheard in the din. Petronella turned her own blade in her hand, handle over tip. War. Still. Arion thought of little else these days. For a clever man, his mind ran on one extremely well-oiled track. Or two, if she included his obsession with her ability to bear a child. The thought of her failure in that regard made her stomach clench.
Stifling nausea, she waved away a tray of gilded partridge offered by the skinny serf who bowed in front of her. Her husband glared at her. She shrank away, refusing to meet his gaze.
“That’s the last of the partridge. You should eat it.”
Arion stabbed his knife through one skinny bird and transferred it to his plate where it languished, uneaten, as he turned back to his councillor. The servant slunk away with his burden to the lesser tables. Petronella’s lip trembled as she marked his progress across the room, scanning vacuous faces as they ate and drank.
The Lady Violet de Grym, dressed in red velvet and ermine, was already drunk. She swayed as she leaned over the board, fumbling for the nearest flagon of Argentish. Her copious bosom swelled from her bodice. As she had undoubtedly intended, her charms had attracted the besotted attention of several gentlemen, none of them her husband. The closest nudged the decanter nearer to her with a flourish and a leer.
At another table close by, a sweating governess struggled to remove the king’s ten-year-old bastard son from the company. He resisted her, fists flailing. Blood bloomed from the woman’s nose as he scored a direct hit. Petronella glared at him, but the boy continued his campaign until Arion snared his attention and nodded at the door. The child tossed his blond head and left the room with his narrow shoulders squared and his governess scuttling in his wake, a kerchief held to her bloody nostrils. The noise level in the room intensified with their exit. 
Petronella’s father, Lord Falconridge, a long-standing senior member of the King’s council and his former tutor, leaned across her into the argument. His broad shoulders crushed her against the hard back of her wooden chair. She inhaled the familiar scent of musk and dust that lingered in his robes as she tried to avoid him, and squashed her anger as his furs tickled her nose. Her eyes bored his powerful back with disgust. His disrespect would change soon enough if she bore a child. Her mother, Briana, would have delighted in a grandchild, but she’d never properly recovered from the shock of Jana’s death. The Falconridge family crypt claimed mother and daughter both. Only Petronella remained to take her sister’s place as queen, and provide the heir to the throne.
Huffing a sigh, her mind drifted to her bedchamber where an old copy of Ye Arte of Conceivinge lay tucked under her pillow, awaiting her attention. Her tutor, Mistress Eglion, had sourced and smuggled the volume to her under a mound of Arion’s shirts awaiting embroidery. The sense of failure tugged at her once again, and her listless spirit drooped as the meal progressed and the din increased. If Jana sat here as queen, babes aplenty would crowd the nursery by now, all bearing her russet hair and their father’s black eyes. The kingdom would be thriving. Perhaps the book held something to help her. Something she had yet to try.
Lost in her thoughts, she snapped back to bitter reality when a tremendous scream filled the air. Drowned out, Old Girdred fumbled mid phrase and dropped his harp. A distracted acrobat landed on the feet of his partner and they both crashed to the stone flags. Props spilled with a clatter.
In the sudden quiet, curious eyes turned to Lady Violet and the unfortunate servant with his empty platter. The rest of the fowl jutted from the well of her cleavage and oozed a sticky trail of grease down her bodice. A snicker of laughter, soon hushed, snaked through the company.
Cheeks scarlet with anger, Lady Violet plucked roast meat from her bosom and threw it at the man who grovelled on the stones at her feet. He snatched at the spoiled food. She kicked him, and he staggered upright, stammering ragged apologies. Fear paled his narrow face. Dark eyes surrounded by shadows. Already a skeleton.
“Your ladyship, I am so sorry, I tripped.”
His voice trembled forwards, aimed at the floor. His hands shook so much the gathered food spilled once more onto the flags. Knees knocking, bladder clenching, Petronella tried to rise from her seat. She shoved at her father, but he braced himself against her, one heavy arm pinned across her lap to ensure she kept her place. The carved wood dug bruises into her spine. Arion stood. His towering form cast shadows across the boards in the flickering light of the torches.
“We do not waste food in these hard times. Bring him here.” His command rang like iron wrapped in ice.
Lord Falconridge sat back in his chair, a tight smile on his thin lips. His snapping black eyes bored a warning into hers. Petronella pressed a boneless hand to her chest, where her heart beat an erratic tattoo. Goose flesh pricked the hairs on the back of her neck and her constant headache intensified. The lash of rain against the stained-glass windows dominated the sudden, enthralled silence as the courtiers froze. Half in terror, half in fascinated interest at the spectacle. Content to ignore the drama now she’d created it, Lady Violet picked up a discarded rag and dabbed furiously at her ruined gown.
Two of the king’s men at arms shouldered their way to the servant and dragged him, like a sack of second-hand cloth, to the dais. The king looked down his nose at the man as he hung between them, his eyes narrowed on him like a hawk on prey. The young man’s eyes darkened with terror as he struggled, his puny strength no match against the men who held him. His terrified gaze roamed the ranks of the highborn arrayed in silent judgment before him and snagged with hers in mute, desperate appeal. Petronella knew, suddenly, exactly what would happen. Her head thumped. She swallowed, her throat dry as ash.
“My Lord,” she said. “Show mercy to your people.”
Arion turned to her, raking her with his glare. His eyes sparked like dark jewels in the candlelight. “You go beyond yourself, Petronella of the Falcons.”
His hand lifted. A flick of a wrist, a flash of shining silver across the gap between them, and the young man stared with horror at the blade embedded with pinpoint accuracy in the spoon of his fragile chest. A drawn breath from the avid courtiers and the guards let go. The unfortunate attendant crumpled to the floor.
Arion gave them a curt nod. “Take him away.” He glared at the blade buried in the dead man’s chest. The slim handle protruded. A thorn, badged in blood. It bloomed on the serf’s tunic like a poisoned rose. “And someone bring me another knife.”
Heads down, his subjects obeyed.
The king remained standing, cold as a statue, as his men dragged the former servant out, still twitching. The courtiers drew away from the grisly procession and returned to the meal, picking up goblets and refilling their cups. Conversation swelled once more and Girdred reclaimed his harp.
Face frozen at the king’s right side, Petronella’s hand shook as she raised the dark, dry wine she favoured to her lips. The goblet knocked against her teeth. Heart drumming, her eyes scanned the crowd. Another eager suitor aimed an intrepid cloth at Lady Violet’s stained bodice. She batted him away. The acrobats picked up their juggling tools and resumed their routine.
The table lurched as her husband regained his seat, claiming her attention. The familiar scent of decay surrounding him twisted her stomach. Eyes narrowed with spite, he turned to her. Rancid with stale wine and herbs, his breath enveloped her as he hissed in her ear. Stifling nausea, she turned her face away. 
“You dishonour me,” he said. “Queen of this kingdom for ten years and yet to bear me a child. I will give you one last chance. Do not believe you are any safer than he.”
Petronella’s hand sprang to her mouth. Tears blurred her eyes as she forced herself to look at her husband. 
“Forgive me, your majesty,” she said, “I suddenly feel ill.”
She scraped her chair from the table. The king dismissed her with a bored wave of his hand, barely glancing at her as she withdrew, accompanied by the ladies of her household.






  
  Chapter Two


The court, who should have honoured her departure with bent knees, managed a few spare nods of deference as she hurried by. The wine, rich, dark and prized from the fertile fields of the Argent, had taken hold of the courtiers. Their glazed eyes and frenetic conversation, punctuated by shrieks of high-pitched laughter, painted a thin veneer of normality over their fear. Only the king’s most favoured generals and advisers looked him in the eye. 
Her father threw her a contemptuous nod as she left the chamber. Even Lady Violet appeared somewhat chastened by the events of the evening. Tonight, she satisfied herself with one admirer and glanced up with the contented eyes of a cat from the love seat by the hearth as Petronella swept by. Her sombre ladies-in-waiting trailed her like a wilting bouquet, forming a guard of their own as they hurried with her to the Queen’s Chambers.
The stark stone corridors of the Castle of Skies echoed with the sound of their footsteps. Hollow-eyed servants scurried in tight-lipped silence about their usual evening chores. Word must already have reached them of the death of one of their own. Petronella closed her eyes to their stony glares, steeling herself as she stalked past, flanked by her ladies. Her rank made her untouchable, and she understood they must hate her, a useless, barren queen, just as they hated the king.
Her shoulder blades clenched as she marched along passageways lit by flaming torches and decorated by huge tapestries. She couldn’t help but expect a knife in her back at any second. A quick flick of a blade and none the wiser. Arion had withdrawn her personal guard following her failure to become pregnant last month, as though he could scare her into conceiving. Without their solid presence, the journey from the Great Hall to her chambers seemed to take forever, with a potential assassin lurking behind every corner and decorative suit of armour.
The Castle of Air stood sentinel at the head of Eagle Pass, the narrow valley leading to the heart of the kingdom’s wealth hacked from the mines and quarries of the Iron Mountains. Originally a simple keep, succeeding generations of monarchs had added to the castle until its grey shadow dominated the lower slopes, flanked by moats and buttresses. 
Petronella now inhabited apartments in the bright southern wing in the most recent section of the residence, built by the late King Francis for his beloved bride, the late Queen Gwyneth. At her request, he had given her a splendid set of rooms overlooking the busy courtyard. From here, the former queen enjoyed the view over the battlements west to her homeland of Oceanis and south to the home of the gods at World's Peak.
The queen’s suite included three interlinked rooms. An outer chamber for those requiring audience, an inner solar, where Petronella and her women congregated during the day, and her bedchamber. Her junior ladies had rooms leading off her suite, whilst her senior ladies occupied smaller apartments of their own in the same wing. Decorated in her house colours of grey and blue, her sanctuary offered blessed privacy away from the prying eyes of the Court. 
Petronella sank to a cushioned footstool by the fire, holding her icy hands to the blaze, whilst her four ladies dispersed around her to begin their evening tasks. The songbirds in their cage in the corner fell silent as her third lady, Domita Lombard, darkened their shelter for the evening.
Lady Felice de Winter, the nurse of her childhood and now the most senior member of her household, clicked her broad, jewelled fingers at the most junior member of her ladies, Princess Alice of the Court of Waves in Oceanis, who clapped her hand to her mouth to stifle a yawn.
“Warm Western wine for the queen and prepare her bedclothes.”
Young Alice, a pretty fifteen years, hurried off, her sea green skirts rustling, and Felice knelt by Petronella’s side, stretching her own hands out to the hearth. The firelight glinted on her rings and gilded her dark skin with rich gold.
“Are you well, my queen?” she asked.
Petronella nodded, taking comfort in the earthy perfume Felice always wore that spoke of lands both warmer and more fertile than the ever-chilly Kingdom of Epera. She cupped her hands around the thick glass of mulled wine the young princess brought her and inhaled the familiar, sweet aroma of Heartsease and Dragonseed. Her startled stare sought confirmation of her nurse, whose grim expression and sympathetic eyes told her more than she wanted to know.
“Surely not tonight?”
“The Moon is full. Easy, my lady. Drink up.”
Felice nudged the goblet to her reluctant lips and Petronella took a shaky sip, followed by a larger gulp. The wine slipped down her throat like warm silk and she sighed, dropping her head to her lap as a welcome warmth flowed through her icy body and her muscles relaxed. Her first lady caught the tilting cup and stood over her as she swallowed the rest down. The drug left her still alert but removed a degree of fear. Soon, her skin would lose sensation. A temporary effect but necessary for her sanity.
Domita helped her off the stool, and her ladies prepared her for the night. Her mirror reflected her anxiety. Her dark blue eyes held shadowed secrets. Despite her youth, silver strands already rippled like moonlight through her once black hair. Arabella of Wessendean, Mistress of the Wardrobe, handed her a night rail of white silk, imported from the Argent at substantial cost and trimmed with Northern lace. The material slithered down her body and raised goosebumps on her skin. Pinched with nerves, her face as pale as her gown, she already resembled the ghost of herself.
Dark hollows shadowed her cheekbones. Her companions persuaded her to take a little food in the privacy of her chamber, but she usually managed nothing whilst in the king’s company. Her stomach closed like ice across the lake in winter when she had to chew with him, glaring at her like a hawk, waiting for her to make a wrong move.
Once dressed, her women handed her into the high bed hung with grey and blue velvet and embroidered with silver falcons, the symbol of Petronella’s house. She sighed as her body sank into the warmth of a mattress stuffed with goose feathers and her mind lifted into the mental freedom of a clear, cold sky. Barely aware of the rich silk sheets against her skin, her mouth relaxed in a relieved smile. 
Her husband might use her as he willed for the next few hours, and she would not feel his touch. The King of Epera enjoyed inflicting pain as punishment for failure. If Arion found the concoction her old nurse made for her, drawing on the ancient medicinal skills from Argentia, her home in the East, he would kill them both himself.
Felice chivvied the rest of her ladies into tidying the bedchamber for the night under Petronella’s drowsy gaze. Young Alice, dead on her feet, stifled yawns as she cleared away the remains of the food and drinks. Lady Arabella, a thin, sour faced cousin of Arion’s choosing, inspected her discarded gown for soiling and damage. A skilled needle woman, common amongst the women of the North, she enjoyed hours of quiet embellishing punctuated with sharp tongued gossip. Also embellished.
Lady Domita Lombard of Battonia, perched herself like a sentry at Petronella’s window and swiped condensation away with her fist as she scanned the rain drenched courtyard for action. Her red hair blazed like a torch against the darkness of the night.
“Someone’s coming,” she said, clambering up on the cushioned seat and stretching to her toes to peer through the smoothest pane of glass.
Arabella crossed the room to join her. “Who?”
Petronella’s concentration blurred. Their figures swum in and out of her focus in the candlelight and she clenched her fists into her palms. Her nails indented her flesh, but the potion numbed her skin.
“Not sure. Flying the colours of Oceanis. Guarded.”
“He is either brave or stupid. Come down before someone sees you,” Petronella commanded.
“He’s riding a Batonnian Stallion.” Domita jumped down from the window, her brown eyes entreating. “We have finished for the night, haven’t we?”
Petronella rolled her eyes. “Go on then. You can find out what’s happening. Do not steal the horse.”
“Done.”
Domita remembered a curtsy to Petronella and disappeared through the door in a flurry of russet, snatching up her cloak as she left.
“Alice, Arabella, thank you for your service. You may retire now.”
Petronella spoke through semi-numb lips, reaching out her hand for her nurse, who joined her at her bedside. Felice laced her warm fingers into Petronella’s and squeezed.
“Is the potion working?” she asked, her voice dropping to a whisper as the door closed behind them. 
Petronella nodded. “Yes, thank all the gods. “
The First Lady’s lips thinned, and she shook her head. “A drug should not be necessary. Gods blast him. They would strip a man doing this to his wife in my country and send him naked into the wilderness to learn how to treat others with more kindness.”
“Arion is angry with me. He would be different, perhaps, if we had sons and heirs to the kingdom. Problems beset him from every angle.”
“Don’t you defend him, my lady. We both know he brings his troubles on himself with his war mongering and cruelty to his people. Things were better under King Francis. A hard man he might have been, but at least he did not murder his servants between courses.”
Petronella allowed herself a small smile. “He wasn’t always like this. The fault is mine.”
Her hands left Felice’s and twisted together in her lap. Her coronation ring winked up at her. The piece formed a heavy, strangely dull diamond supported by a thick, angular band. The setting clutched the jewel with possessive gilded talons. Legend said only death would remove the band from her finger. Like her marriage, it offered only a tight and cold embrace. Her fingers played with the circlet of gold as she talked, trying to work it free. She always failed.
“I can’t bear him children, and now he’s a monster.” Her tired voice notched just above a whisper.
Felice frowned. “That is not true, my lady.” She shook her head and patted Petronella’s hand. “A brute he may be, but your ability to birth a child has no more bearing on the situation than one acorn to an oak tree. The man was born cruel, and I blast the gods for it.”
Petronella’s face twitched as she tried to lift an eyebrow. Her First Lady had never cursed her religion or her husband in such blunt terms before. The silence stretched out as they regarded each other with increasing alarm.
“I am here to do my duty as a queen. Tonight, at dinner, he gave me one last chance. What more can I do, Felice? The kingdom needs an heir to the throne. He may be a brute, but that is still a fact.”
Felice stared away into the depths of the fire. Her shoulders slumped as she sighed. 
“There is nothing else you can do.”
“I pray every day for a child. I’ve consulted the physicians, the wise women, the libraries...”
“I know.”
They both started as the heavy door banged open and Arion marched in, alone and unannounced. Tall and dark, lean and well-muscled, his face held an angular quality with a strong, predatory nose and a neat black goatee. She had once thought him attractive until she experienced his personal brand of cruelty. A pungent scent of cinnamon accompanied his progress across the room, but did nothing to mask the sickly essence of decay that clung to him like a poisonous shadow. His familiar, angry presence shattered the calm of her bedchamber. Heart pounding, she shrank into protecting silken sheets that were no protection at all.
“You. Get out.” 
He jerked his head at Felice, and she gave Petronella’s hand another quick squeeze before she curtsied and left, careful to take the flagon of drugged wine and the empty glass with her.
Petronella flinched as the door slammed closed, leaving her alone with her husband. He divested himself of his steely crown, placed it with drunken precision on her dressing table, and glanced over at her, a tight smile lifting the corners of his face. The sight of his dagger glinting in his hand dispelled any remaining hope Petronella harboured the night would pass without violence.
“Well met, wife.”
“Husband.”
Despite the drug, her breath clogged with panic. Ashes dusted her throat.
Arion stalked across the rich carpet, removing his robes as he came. He manipulated both clothing and knife with wary ease. Never unarmed, even against her. Never surprised, not for a moment. He reached the bed and leaned over her. She tried not to inhale his stench. The point of the knife grazed her face as he traced a pathway down her cheek. The edge followed the line of her jaw and lingered at her slender neck before slicing through the fragile silk of her nightdress to expose her small white breasts to him. He knelt over her, one knee on the silken coverlet, and blew out the candles.
In the darkness, she caught her breath as his hand twisted in her hair, pinning her to the mattress, imagining the blade as the metal skated across her chest, over her stomach, down to where her empty womb remained unfilled and disappointing.
“This, wife. This is what you are for,” he said, his breathing unsteady, already aroused. “Breeding is your one purpose and your only value to me. This night is your last chance. The kingdom can no longer wait. If you cannot produce an heir, then you are of no further use to me.”
Petronella’s numb body froze further at his words. The blade kissed her skin, and she felt the warm trail it left behind, a line of pain buried under the numbness. He needed no more than that. Not to remind her of her place. He ripped off the rest of her clothes and entered her. She struggled to breathe. His wine-soaked breath, the sweet scent of decay and the insufferable weight of his body as he slid on the blood between them made her want to vomit. She clamped down hard on her fear and remained passive beneath him. The drug ensured her compliance and her stillness.
There was no point in screaming. Help would never appear. She turned her face into her pillows to avoid his breath and thanked all the forbidden gods for the combined potions of Heartsease and Dragon-Seed that prevented the pain from reaching her, at least until tomorrow. But she couldn’t prevent the horror, or the anguish, or the knowledge that tonight represented her last hope to do her duty as a queen.






  
  Chapter Three


“By the Gods.” 
Petronella bit down on a groan as Felice peeled the covers off her. Arion had tried three times to make a child on her over the course of the night and now the drug had worn off, she hardly dared move.
Blood still leaked from one savage cut across her belly, though the first two, less deep, were mending already. A dull ache between her thighs and the musty reek of spent male seed exposed to the chilly morning air made her retch. Stomach twisting, Petronella heaved up the little remaining in her belly into a small bowl Felice held ready for her. She laid back with a gasp of pain and Felice sprang into action, ordering a hot bath, cloths, bandages and healing salves in quick succession.
Her ladies scuttled to do her bidding. Young Alice took one appalled look at the long lines of additional damage on Petronella’s white skin coupled with the blood on the sheets and turned bone white. Petronella gripped her hand before she darted away.
“Say nothing. Do you understand me, Alice?”
“But my lady!”
Petronella gave her a little shake, forcing the girl to meet her eyes.
“This is important, Alice. Promise me. Not. One. Word. To anyone.”
The princess bit her lip. Sympathy flooded her face and Petronella forced a smile. The girl was so young, with a tender heart. She shouldn’t be worried about this.
“Will you do me a favour?” She asked.
Alice gave her a slow, uncertain nod, eyes wide. Unshed tears still sparkled in the turquoise depths.
“Will you sing to me? One of your ocean songs? Your voice is so pure.”
Face clearing, the maid claimed her lute from its carrying case, and the room filled with the liquid, supple melodies of the West, blessed by the magic of a true-born daughter of Oceanis. Petronella’s fragile spirit revived as the sun teased an appearance from behind the iron-grey clouds, flooding the chamber with a rare, bright light.
Domita fidgeted her way through her tasks until the last note sounded and Petronella had clambered from the bath and dressed before she shared her news.
“Doesn’t anyone care what I found out?” She demanded.
“Forgive us all if we had other things on our minds, Domita.” Felice said, drying her hands.
“What?” Smelling gossip like a bloodhound, Arabella’s long nose rose from her embroidery.
“The man who arrived last night. He’s an ambassador from Oceanis. He’s come to treat with the King for a lasting truce.”
“From Oceanis?” Alice put away her lute, folding the decorative ribbons and giving the instrument a last pat. Shadows darkened the room as the weather closed in again.
“Didn’t we have a treaty?” Arabella asked,
Petronella gave a hard laugh. “No longer, judging by the discussion at dinner yesterday,” she glanced at her youngest maid, “I’m sorry, my dear, but Arion wants to go to war with Oceanis. Apparently, they are cutting us off from valuable resources and not treating us with the respect we deserve.”
Alice brought her hand to her mouth. Petronella avoided her reproachful gaze, hating the instant guilt that shot through her.
She sighed. “It is not my wish, but what can I do?”
The girl blinked. “You’re the queen. Can’t you stop him?”
Petronella laughed. The abrupt bark sounded nothing like her. “You saw the type of justice His Majesty served to our servant last night, did you not? I cannot counsel the king. No-one can.” She said, loathing the sarcasm in her own voice. “What do you imagine will happen if he lets our army loose in your kingdom? I’m sure your countrymen will compose songs about the invasion of the Cups for centuries ever after.”
Alice’s small chin jutted.
“In my land, we are equal, both king and queen. Man and woman. If the queen says something, the king attends her words. He’s good at listening. If he says something, she waits him out. She’s good at listening. That’s why we enjoy music and singing. Everyone can speak. Everyone has a voice.”
“The Court of Skies no longer works like that, Alice. Now we obey the king.” Petronella shook her head in defeat as she turned away, avoiding the scornful glare Arabella threw at her.
Her mind replayed the events of the previous evening. The terrified expression of the doomed serf. He knew the moment his blasted platter collided with the noble lady’s bosom what his fate would be, and she, his queen, did nothing. Her nails dug into her palms. Jana would have done something. Mind you, if her sister reigned, her children would play in the nursery, the servant would be alive, and no-one would be starving.
Her tortured gaze clashed with Alice. She stood with her small fists clenched, blue eyes blazing, ready to take on the world. Domita’s hot brown eyes sparked with expectation. They appeared to be waiting for something.
Brow quirking, Petronella wondered what they expected her to do. She had no power of command here. The realm had no use for her if she did not bear a child. A babe would give her status and power. Without one, everyone regarded her as a useless ornament, a broken vessel, and Arion would set her aside and take another wife.
Unable to stand the accusation in their eyes, she limped to the silver cage in the corner that housed her songbirds. Alice’s father had gifted the mated pair to her when she took the girl into her service.
She opened their shelter with gentle fingers and took some grain in her hand.
The braver of the two hopped onto her palm, regarding her with wise, avian eyes. He took the food and pecked at her wedding band, cocking his head, looking as quizzical as Alice. He performed the action twice more while she stroked his soft feathers with the tip of one finger, admiring wings shimmering red and purple in the morning light. His companion, drab by comparison, regarded the intruder from a wary perch at the back of the cage.
These songbirds were the last of her permitted pets. Arion had forbidden her the companionship of her magnificent Peregrine Falcon, The Grayling, six months ago. Now he languished, trapped and bored in the falconry. She missed him more with every passing day, his empty perch in the corner by the window a constant reminder of her disgrace, though she could not have said why the loss troubled her so deeply. His empty perch in the corner by the window was a constant reminder of her disgrace—and of something else she could neither name nor forget.
Making up her mind, she lifted the metal enclosure from its hook and shuffled across the room to the casement window. She forced the swollen frame open, shivering as the cold, dank air rushed in to claim territory from the hearths. The heavy curtains snapped like sails. Felice uttered a cry of protest and caught a toppling candelabra before it could scorch the carpet. Ignoring her, Petronella opened the bird house.
“Go on,” she said, “You don’t belong here.”
She gave the cage a small shake, and the songbirds swooped free, the female in the lead. She followed their darting flight against the lowering sky until they disappeared in the distance. Leaning on the sill with drizzle on her face, she wished with all her heart for the freedom to fly after them into the fresh morning air.

      [image: image-placeholder]A brief tap on the door interrupted the women from their accustomed tasks later that morning.
The ladies exchanged glances. Petronella put down her book and nodded for Domita to admit the visitor. Much to her shame, her fingers crossed for luck in the folds of her skirt as she prayed the King wasn’t the person standing outside.
“Lord Colman.”
A portly man in middle age, the Chamberlain managed the household and court affairs with one eye on efficiency and the other on his pocket. He lowered his head in a stiff bow, less than courtesy required, but all his bulk would allow.
“My lady. The King requests your presence at his side. An emissary from Oceanis has arrived, and His Majesty wishes you to attend the audience.”
Petronella arched an eyebrow. Arion rarely requested her attendance in matters of state politics.
“Tell my Lord I will be along presently,” she said.
The man nodded, sketched another bow, and withdrew. Petronella gained her feet, and her ladies cast their needlework aside and went to their tasks with a will, glad of the interruption to the dull monotony of their days.
Fingers and feet flew as they found Petronella a more suitable gown, braided her hair and polished her skin with cosmetics. Arabella’s sallow face glowed when Petronella complimented her on the delicate lacework trimming her grey skirts. In minutes, Petronella’s everyday self disappeared. Transformed by the ceremonial garb, a queen appeared.
“That will do.” Felice placed a last pin and stood back. Petronella groaned to her feet, one hand protecting the wounds on her body, decorated like a butterfly, and pinned into place with costly satin, a diamond ring and a delicate filigree crown.
Guards in the blue and silver livery of Epera stood sentry on each side of the towering carved oak doors that warded the Throne Room.
They bowed her through, and Petronella led her entourage into the crowded chamber. Fur-clad gentry wearing their best velvets pressed to the front rows. Scholars and scientists, in their motley choice of stained and tattered robes, huddled at the back, discussing their latest theories.
Always ready to put on a show when necessary, everyone bowed.
Petronella kept her face fixed ahead, trying not to look at Arion, who dominated the proceedings from his throne, dressed in his habitual black tunic and hose. Luxurious dark ermine trimmed his velvet cloak and blurred his narrow outline. The familiar steel circlet crowned his brow.
A royal blue velvet canopy hung over the dais, and her heels tapped across intricate tile work in the shape of clouds and swords, interspersed with a repeated curving figure of eight. Tapestries of hunting scenes and ranks of polished weaponry filled the walls. No comfort here. Only the King and Queen could sit.
Setting her jaw against the pain of her abused body, Petronella glided to the dais, stopping to perform the traditional obeisance to her husband before she ascended the steps. Her ladies followed suit, their skirts billowing like blown flowers behind her. Arion frowned as she took her seat on the smaller throne at his side. Her women fanned out behind her in order of precedence. Petronella assumed her habitual stony mien, noting expressions, faces, who stood with whom. Alliances, rivalries, truces. Awareness of her enemies came naturally to her now.
Her father held his position near the throne in the first row, with Count Dupliss next to him. The two men conversed in soft voices as they waited. Tension, more tightly strung than Domita’s treasured bow, radiated from Arion on her right. More guards than usual dotted the room. All armed. A chill crept over her.
A loud trumpet blast announced the diplomatic party from the Kingdom of Oceanis, and the Court herald introduced him.
“Hail to the King of Epera in the Court of Skies. We present Lord Joran Weir of Oceanis, Emissary of the King of Oceanis in the Court of Waves.”
The heavy double doors of the throne room opened to reveal a group of four men. Their leader captured attention with nonchalant ease.
A tall man with an imposing physique, he wore a dashing cloak of aqua over a steel breastplate. The light armour covered a broad chest covered by a blue silk tunic, long, saddle-hardened legs clad in tight hose, and close-fitting riding boots. A jaunty hat in the same turquoise as his outer garment completed the ensemble, but his eyes attracted her attention the most as he strode towards them. Aquamarine eyes, unusual in a man. Tanned skin, honey brown hair and a wide mouth made for smiling formed a favourable first impression. Behind her, Alice gave a delighted gasp, quickly hushed.
The stranger glanced at her once but then gave his sole, solemn attention to the king, who waited like a predator for his prey to move. Petronella pressed a hand to her head, where a sudden pulse of pressure lanced straight between her eyes.
Lord Weir swept off his hat and bowed, showing an elegant leg. Petronella gave Lady Violet a stern look. The woman wore her lowest-cut gown and pushed her way to the front row of courtiers, level with the delegation. Her flimsy husband tried to manhandle her backwards with little success.
“Your Majesty. Greetings from King Merlon. May we present a gift?”
He gestured to one of his fellows, who handed the administrator an ornate wooden casket.
Arion lounged on his throne, unimpressed, but gestured his man forward with a bored wave of his gloved hand.
The Lord Chamberlain opened the container with a flourish for the King’s inspection. The box held two further abalone shells, packed to the brim with precious Oceanis blue salt, a rare commodity, obtainable only with much bravery from the centre of the Marshes across the Western Wash. A prize fit for a monarch indeed.
Arion raised a dismissive eyebrow.
“A handsome present, Lord Weir. I wonder what your master can want in exchange?”
The emissary took a breath but held his gaze steady. “King Merlon requires the immediate return of Alice, Princess of Oceanis, and the withdrawal of your forces on our northern border.” His voice, pleasant and melodious, almost distracted his audience from the impact of his message.
A ripple of well-bred shock ran through the ranks of nobility, and Petronella schooled her face to impassivity as her mind raced. Both matters were news to her. The murmurs from the courtiers and the sight of them straining forward for more information reminded her to keep her chin up and her expression impartial. Her stomach twisted at the added embarrassment in front of the court. Merlon’s request for his daughter’s return from her service demeaned her. And their armies lingered at the border of Oceanis? When had that happened?
Arion settled back in his seat, his dark eyes snapping danger. One hand toyed with his dagger. The edge flashed as it revolved butt to blade on the arm of his throne.
“You ask much for a little seasoning. What else will you give?”
Petronella tightened her fingers in her lap, toying with her ring, her thoughts in turmoil. He thinks he can bargain with Alice’s life like a chip on a gaming board. What is this? He flies in the face of all precedent and decency.
Her stare narrowed at the man in front of them. His composure was complete. Elegant, handsome, the perfect courtier. He bore no arms. She cursed her ignorance of the politics of the Kingdom as she wondered at his bravery and the other forces at work.
“I am instructed by His Majesty, King Merlon, to offer a revised price on our wheat and fish until the rains cease and your crop yields recover, thus enabling you to more easily feed your people.”
Arion tapped his dagger against his teeth as he considered his reply. His guest waited with the utmost courtesy, although the courtiers were already debating matters among themselves. A hush of conversation whispered around the room, with many a scornful glance tossed Petronella’s way as she sat on display, struggling to keep her face impassive.
“We will meet with your party later today to discuss this matter in more detail, and you will, of course, join us for our meal tonight. We thank you for your generous gift. Please remain here and enjoy the hospitality of my court.”
He stood, and the courtiers sank to their knees. Arion held his elbow out for her, and Petronella placed her reluctant hand on his velvet sleeve, walking with him the length of the room, followed by her ladies and Arion’s council and gentlemen of the bedchamber.
He dropped her arm and gestured to Alice as soon as the throne room doors slammed shut behind them.
“You will keep her close, Madam. I am not finished with Lord Weir yet, and I don’t trust him. Make sure rooms are ready for him and his men in the east wing.”
Petronella frowned, confused. “I do not understand, sire. Why should Merlon wish for the return of his daughter? She is perfectly safe here with me.”
Arion bared his teeth in a wolfish grin. “He is not a stupid man. He is worried at the thought of our troops near his borders, and he can only guess at our other plans. I can send my forces to take what he agreed to sell at extortionate prices, and he wants his precious daughter back home where she belongs. So, I refuse to let her go. He can want all he likes. The child will stay here, a hostage against her father’s good behaviour, and if he refuses to give us his produce, he will never see her again. I will kill her if I must and send my troops to take what I need anyway.”
He sauntered off whistling, well pleased by the turn of the day.
Mouth agape, Petronella whirled to her ladies. Her generous lips compressed into bare winter twigs, Felice appeared to be lodged in place like a tree. Cinnamon eyes flashing, Domita paced in a furious, aimless circle. Face wild with fear, tears streaked Alice’s cheeks as she lunged at the door of the Throne Room, where the guards greeted her efforts with lowered pikes and mute defiance.
With some dim thought of offering support, Petronella reached for her, but her arms returned to twist at her waist as her blurred gaze clashed with Arabella’s. The blonde woman regarded her with distant disdain, grey eyes hard and uncompromising. Petronella clutched the folds of her gown, her fingers digging into her own abused flesh as she bit down on the urge to sob. What comfort would she be? What must they all think of her? A failed queen and now the unwilling jailer of a terrified fifteen-year-old princess.






  
  Chapter Four


In the event, the diplomatic party did not stay for the promised banquet. 
Arion met with Weir and his contingent later in the day. Before nightfall, the grim-faced Oceanis delegation collected their horses, mounted and rode off with all speed into the damp gloom, the jeers of the Eperan courtiers ringing in their ears.
Lord Weir did not ask to see Alice, and fury gripped the girl. She paced the length and width of Petronella’s chambers, demanding Petronella find her a horse now, this second, and let her go after him. The sky darkened, and a growling storm accompanied by lashing rain howled over the mountains to add another layer of drama to the dismal day.
“I hope he gets soaked and dies of pneumonia. I want my father,” the princess wailed, before collapsing onto a brocade sofa and sobbing her heart out.
Exhausted, Petronella sent her to bed with a sedative of Felice’s devising. Within the hour, her junior lady slept, the storm abated, and the two women shared a goblet of wine before the hearth in her bedchamber, discussing the events of the day in hushed voices.
“I still can’t believe what Arion’s done.” Petronella turned the ruby liquid in her glass, watching the swirling patterns. “This has never happened in our history. What is he thinking, making such an enemy of Merlon? Our four nations rely on one another. Our world works with all quarters working together, each in its own manner.”
Felice took a deep draft of the rich wine as she considered her reply.
“Our world is not as balanced anymore. The man who rules Epera is unlike the other kings before him and faces unique challenges. Arion is doing what he believes he must to protect his kingdom. His sentiment is sound, and he is a man of logic, but his methods are harsh. What he cannot achieve through diplomacy, he will take with force. Why else did the gods’ gift him a country rich in mines, factories and raw minerals and a nation of scientists, scholars, and soldiers?”
“The gods would do well to consider gifting him some fields fit for wheat and some cattle free from hoof rot.”
Felice gave her a small, stiff smile. “But they did not. We must play the hand they dealt us.”
“Will Merlon give him what he wants?”
“Whilst Arion holds Alice, he will want to if he is able; but Merlon cannot feed both kingdoms with the resources available unless he buys more from the western continent. Your husband does not possess the desire or the coin to compensate him.” 
Petronella’s voice dropped lower, and she glanced over her shoulder before whispering. “Why is Alice so important Merlon demands her return?”
Her voice hesitant, Felice frowned, staring unseeing into the flames. “She is Merlon’s daughter and the heir to his throne in the coming years, so if trouble is coming, of course he wants her back. Arion can’t know how much pressure Oceanis is under for resources themselves. They have always been the grain basket of the North. Arion does not expect that to change. He thinks Merlon is greedy as an Argentian for gold and will yield to pressure to be generous.”
“Our army won’t fight for long without food or pay. If they are starving and let loose in Oceanis, discipline will vanish. The consequences will be terrible.”
Petronella finished her wine and reached for a cloak against the damp chill in the corridors.
“Look after Alice.”
“It’s dangerous to wander the castle at night. Where are you going?”
“To talk to Arion.”
Felice lurched to her feet. “You can’t be serious. The man is dangerous.”
“I need to change his mind.”
“Petronella. Think about what you are doing. He holds no concern for you until you prove you are pregnant with his heir.”
Petronella smiled as she reached the door. “He doesn’t know whether we succeeded last night. He’s a logical man. The odds are he won’t kill me.”
She managed a reassuring expression for her First Lady as she slipped through the door, but the smile slid from her face as she hastened down the chilly corridors to her husband’s suite. Arion became more unpredictable by the day, and his hatred of her grew apace. There was no guarantee of a safe return to her chambers. But for the kingdom's sake. She had to try.






  
  Chapter Five


Retired for the evening to his rooms in the North Wing, with views over the Iron Mountains and the source of Eperan wealth, such as it now was, Arion, King of Swords, reclined in the most comfortable chair in his study. His scarred oak desk supported one long, leather-booted leg, and the other carried the generous weight of Lady Violet de Grym, who snuggled with the grace of a cat in his loose, one-armed embrace. She coiled jewelled fingers into the silken hair of his goatee and gave a little wriggle of happiness. The neckline of her unlaced gown drooped a little lower over her bosom. 
Uncomfortable under her weight, he shifted as pins and needles prickled his foot and wondered when the woman would become bored.
They had already enjoyed bed sport. Lady Violet was an enthusiastic proponent of the art of love, as her current state of relative undress revealed. Arion, by contrast, had not bothered stepping out of his clothes. Now, though, he believed it prudent to give the woman the illusion of contentment she sought. Better to keep her happy and compliant. One never knew when a compliant and satisfied woman might be handy, and above all things, Lady Violet was both compliant and handy.
Propping his chin conveniently atop her perfumed blond head, Arion skimmed the contents of the latest dispatches from the troops camped at Goldfern, the river port that thrived at the head of the Great Fall on the border of Oceanis.
According to General Harison’s note, all was satisfactory. Tents erected, billets found for the officers, and cannons ready to roll. With a bit more food, a lot more food, Arion rephrased mentally as he read, then all would be well. The fertile plains of the Oceanis farmlands stretched before them downstream, unguarded and with the harvest ripening. Wagons and serfs gathered in the rearguard to transport the booty to the windmills of Blade. The troops were spoiling for a scrap and in high spirits despite the dreadful weather, and they awaited orders. He wished his most gracious majesty well, blah blah blah.
Arion crumpled the letter in his fist and tossed it with unerring accuracy into the heart of the fireplace, stifling a wince at the pain flaring through his hand.
His right palm caressed Lady Violet’s ample hip, and her soft fingers snaked from his beard, wandering down his neck to lie across his heart. Picking up her hand, he mouthed a kiss on its back while his eyes flickered over the delicate pattern of flames in the hearth as his mind roved over his invasion plans.
He helped his concubine to more wine and had raised the flask for himself when someone knocked on the door. Eyebrows contracting in irritation, he barked the intruder in, uncaring if his men of the bedchamber should lay eyes on Lady Violet. Most did more than look at her, in any case.
Decanter in hand, he froze as his attention locked on the last person he expected. His wife. His casual lover sat up with a shocked gasp, spilling wine on his doublet and catching him hard under the chin with the top of her head, making his teeth click together like a set of castanets.
Arion jerked to his feet, tipping her off his lap to the floor. He did not bother to help her up. Lady Violet staggered upright, clutching her loosened gown to her overwhelmed modesty, and dodged around Petronella into the antechamber. A rumble of derisive laughter from the gentlemen lounging around the fire and playing cards accompanied the slamming of the outer door. Arion seated himself, his ever-ready anger under tight control.
“Wife.”
Petronella’s blue eyes narrowed. “Husband.”
Arion allowed himself a small smirk. For once, he had got under her marble skin. He should have paraded his paramour around sooner.
“To what do I owe this unexpected pleasure, my dear?” he inquired.
A pause. He schooled his features to passivity as his wife struggled to ignore the situation.
“I would talk to you about your intentions toward the Kingdom of Oceanis.” She managed in the end, although her knuckles turned white as she gripped the door handle. She remained on the threshold, unwilling to enter the room. Sensible of her.
“Do sit down.”
She drew herself up, reminding him of her height, which he so often forgot. “I prefer to stand.”
“As you wish. Some wine?”
He raised his own glass to her in an ironic salute and swilled a fresh mouthful around his palate.
Her court-schooled face didn’t change, but he caught the thought as it crossed her mind. “I would rather drink rat’s piss than drink with you.” The start of sadness that blossomed in his chest surprised him as he witnessed her mental response. A sliver of fear lanced through his body, and he gave an inward shudder as he banished the thought. He must be drunk. Perhaps he had imagined her voice in his head. He must have imagined it.
“No, thank you.”
Her actual words, quiet and controlled, brushed his ears like dry leaves. Even now, there were times when he genuinely admired her. He had put her through enough misery during their time together. His dark gaze dropped to her ring, and he stifled a hiss of pain as the matching band on his own forefinger flared to life, digging its claws into him like an angry cat. Gritting his teeth, he fought for serenity as a bolt of icy flame shot up his arm and slashed through his head. He raised the wine to his lips again and cursed himself for stalling. Might as well finish this conversation. She would have to know soon enough.
“About Oceanis, my dear. You heard me correctly in the hall. Princess Alice is now regarded as a hostage. Nothing you can say or do will make me change my mind. The matter is beyond your remit.”
His tone should have told her not to interfere, but remarkably, she stood her ground. Her slender chest rose in a deep breath as she marshalled her arguments.
“This is without precedent, Arion. You must understand.” She said, forgetting herself and stepping further into the room. “Our relationship with the Court of Waves is based on trust and mutual advantage, not destruction and war.”
He sprang out of his chair and slammed the goblet down so hard the crystal shattered into shards of diamonds, scattering rich drops of wine like blood across his desk. His wedding band clawed his flesh again, and his icy temper ignited with the lightning pain in his skull. Why didn’t she listen to him? When had she stopped obeying him?
He skewered her with his glare, willing his words into her head so she would understand as she shrunk away.
“Without an heir, our granaries are empty. Our workforce is starving, our output is falling, and our kingdom’s income and power are declining. Merlon is the one who reneged on precedent to help his neighbour in times of trouble. He puts his prices up and sends his emissary to me with a revised offer that takes us back to what we paid before the rains came, but we can no longer afford those terms either. I have given him a choice and a chance. If he grants me supplies, there will be no war, and his daughter will continue as our honoured guest under the protection of the Court of Skies. If he refuses, I will punish him through her and lay waste to their lands to get what we need. I mean what I say. Our kingdom must endure. You understand what I must do to ensure this. I will kill her. I will kill you. I am bound to this land, these mountains, this realm. I am King of Epera, and the Royal line of Eagles will prevail.”
His normally quiet tones raised to a roar of defiance. A stunned silence replaced the general banter of his men in the anteroom. His wife took a shuddering breath, her hand going to her heart.
“You will murder me?” Her eyes searched his for the truth. 
His mouth twisted as he replied in a voice quieter now and rough with suppressed grief. “My father, on his deathbed, informed me of the curse in our land. The royal line must continue for the health of the kingdom. Your role as my queen is to supply an heir. If you cannot give me children, you must die if I am to retrieve the ring that binds you to the land and take another wife. I have given you ten years. You have failed. Time has now run out. I must do what the kingdom demands. Epera is dying.”
His words dropped like stones into the well of her disbelief.
“You are talking about old magic.” Her voice hushed. To say the word in Epera could lead to death.
Arion’s face gave nothing away, but his lips thinned to the width of a dagger blade. “Dark Magic. I will rid our land of its pernicious influence, as my father wished, and heal our kingdom.”
“I don’t understand what my ring has to do with anything. Please, just take it.” She fumbled at her finger, but the jewel clung to her hand, impossible to shift. Arion shook his head as she struggled, his face as bleak as his voice.
“We are cursed, you and me. You cannot remove your diamond any more than I can remove mine. They are bound to us, body and soul. You are the Queen of Epera, so your coronation band is yours to wear until you die.”
“I may be pregnant now. Please.” Her words came out in a shaky whisper. She hardly dared look at him.
He stilled and looked at her.He released a long breath. “You have a month to tell me. Or less.”
She took a wary step back, too aware of the broken glass winking in his hand. The temptation to score her flesh the way his wedding band now seared his own almost overwhelmed him. Hurt for hurt. Pain for pain. Endings and beginnings.
“Get out.”
He didn’t raise his voice. His hand raised of its own volition, causing her to back into the outer chamber, her stunned blue eyes never leaving his face. He waited until the door shut behind her and hurled the glass.
The shard flashed across the room like an arrow, burying itself in the door at head level, and he slumped into his chair, clutching his blighted hand to his aching head as he choked back his frustration. His life, her life, and the dying kingdom. Bound together and failing all.






  
  Chapter Six


Petronella twisted the key in the door to the corridor, her heart thudding, knowing a mere lock would not hold back the inevitable. Her eyes darted around the chamber like a frightened animal, searching the shadows for danger. 
“My lady, what happened?” At her side in an instant, Felice clasped her hands. “Tell me,” she said, when no answer came.
Petronella’s hands shook, her fingers like ice. “He’s going to have me killed,” she whispered.
Matching shock paled Felice’s dark cheeks. “That can’t be true. Surely, he won’t.”
Petronella nodded. “He will. He says he has waited long enough for an heir, and he will kill me for my ring. He can take another wife. I never wanted to marry him. Why did she die? Jana should have been the one to wear it.”
She glared at her wedding band and tried to yank it off her finger. The more she pulled, wringing tears from her eyes, the more the metal gripped her like a starving python.
“It must come off. It must.” Eyes wild, she grabbed her eating dagger from a nearby table and laid her hand flat against the polished wood. Felice gasped and jumped at her, snatching the blade as it flashed down.
“My lady, stop.”
“Give it to me. I’ll cut my finger off.”
“You will do no such thing.”
“I am your queen. I command you.”
Felice wrapped her in a hug, holding her close to her heart. “You
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