
[image: Cover for Tides of Fortune]



[image: Penguin Random House]




About the Author

Lauryn Hamilton Murray grew up in Scotland writing stories about sad girls, secrets and storms. She holds a BA Hons in English Literature from the University of Stirling and a Master’s in Creative Writing from the University of Edinburgh. She is happiest when reading in the sun and hiking with her dogs, Huxley and Ziggy.




Lauryn Hamilton Murray



TIDES OF FORTUNE

[image: Penguin Random House]




For you






[image: A map titled ‘Ostacre’ features regions including Windlands, Firelands, Wildlands, and Waterlands, with rivers, mountains, and coastline. Key locations include Marble Palace, Bartell Manor, Nemeth, Fire Mountain, Valburn, Harglade Hall, Isolla, The Golden Palace Cor Caval, The Grove, Wellwall, Heathcross, The Greenwood, Thorndale, Brava, and The Lagoon.]




Part I



TIDES THAT BREAK





[image: ]

1

Blaze

The day of the funeral dawns blood-red.

Flint and I sit side by side on a jutting stone ledge, our legs dangling, watching the stream of mourners trickle into the base of the volcano. The land surrounding Fire Mountain is barren, the terrain consisting of nothing but dark rock and hot springs, which occasionally erupt in billows of steam. I flinch each time. I’m restless, skittish. Even the air seems oppressive. Too hot. Heavy with anticipation. The figures below – beetle-sized from our high vantage point – converge from all directions, unified in their grief for their fallen queen.

My brother lets out a low whistle as he leans back on his elbows. ‘Impressive turnout. I do hope there’s enough finger food.’

I remain silent, knowing how much he’s hurting deep down. He loved Aunt Yvainne, and she doted on him. Flint was her ward, her darling, her protégé. She’d hoped that he would be the one to replace her on her throne after the old Crowned Council relinquished their power. Only Flint didn’t win the crown of golden flames, and Aunt Yvainne is dead, her body cold and stiff and wrapped in silks, waiting on the pyre.

It’s been several weeks since the Binding Ceremony, yet every time I close my eyes I’m back in that chamber, watching the Earth Cleaver plunge my dagger into the emperor’s heart. Though it wasn’t his father Fox had intended to kill. It was his uncle, King Balen, who vanished into thin air before the knife could meet its mark, who murdered his niece on the word of a mysterious prophecy, and who has in his possession one of the three enchanted Eyes.

With the Eye of the Past, King Balen is dangerous. He has history at his fingertips, just as his father, Caius Castellion, has the future. But were he to get his hands on the Eye of the Soul, he would be invincible. Which means that someone has to find it before he does.

Flint glances at me. ‘We don’t have to do this, you know. We can call the whole thing off. Just say the word.’

‘We might not get this chance again.’

‘I’m aware of that.’

I raise an eyebrow. ‘Getting cold feet, are we?’

‘As if. I’m only looking out for my sister. With my one good eye, that is.’

I force a tight smile. While Flint seems perfectly at ease making jokes about his injury, I can still barely look at him without wincing. Thanks to the magic in his blood, his burns are healing well, already giving way to shiny new skin, but the leather patch obscuring the upper-left side of his face serves as a constant reminder of just what Flint lost during the third Ignitia trial, of what our cousin, Ember, took from him, and of all the ways I’m going to make her pay for it.

Flint stands up and holds out a hand. ‘Come on. We’d better start getting ready.’

I take one last look at the mourners below then let him pull me to my feet. A unit of Harglade guards, their crimson uniforms emblazoned with golden cobras, escorts us back to our rooms. Since we arrived several days ago, Fire Mountain has taken some getting used to. For starters – it’s a volcano. A colossal, sky-scraping, dormant volcano where the Fire Goddess Vesta, the first Ignitia Etheri, built her Court of Flames. The stone walls, intersected with glowing veins of magma, are hot to the touch, and each level is connected by steep, sweeping staircases. It’s a good thing Grandmother is indisposed, as I imagine navigating the place, even with her ruby-encrusted stick, would prove an ordeal.

She’s waiting for me in my chambers, her brown-gold eyes dull, her movements weary and slow. When King Balen blasted her across the Choosing Chamber, I was sure she was dead. And the Aquatori trainer, River, too. They looked so frail, lying there next to the Supreme Mother of the Valla Jakartis with her swollen, broken neck. River pulled through with only minor injuries, and Grandmother managed to hold on long enough for the physicians to attend to her. Only she hit her head, and her recollection of events seems hazy at best. She hasn’t mentioned the Eyes to me in all these weeks since, to my utter relief. Because if Grandmother knew I had reason to go, she’d be doing everything in her power to make sure I stay. I wouldn’t put it past her to have me fitted with a cattle bell.

I glance over to where a pretty azure dress fringed with tiny sapphires is laid out on the bed. At that moment there’s a knock on the door and a timid-looking attendant enters, a red gown draped over her arm. She curtsies deeply, but not to Grandmother – to me.

It’s easy to forget sometimes, what with everything going on, that I am – or at least very soon will be – a queen. The Queen of the Waterlands. Ruler of the Aquatori.

I’m still far from used to the idea. Especially since Queen Hydra is no longer here to advise me. My chest aches remembering our lessons, remembering the way her blood mingled with the water as the Eye of the Soul disappeared through that portal.

I clench my jaw, resolved. I must prove myself a worthy successor. I will not wear the crown until I have found the Eye.

Grandmother is looking the attendant up and down. ‘Yes,’ she murmurs absently. ‘Right height, right build. She’ll do nicely.’

The girl swallows.

I take a step towards her. ‘Are you sure about this?’

‘Of course she’s sure,’ snaps Grandmother. ‘She’s getting five gold pieces and enough food to feed her family for a year. Now, get dressed, both of you.’

I let the attendant button me into the red dress, then she slips into the blue one. I watch her run her hands over the fabric in wonder before she glances at the mirror, eyes wide as she takes in her reflection.

Grandmother sniffs. ‘There will be time for admiring yourself later.’

The girl blushes and stares down at her silk slippers.

Today, I am not the Storm Weaver – she is. Posing as me, she will stand on the stone dais with the rest of my family, leaving the real me, dressed as I am in Ignitia colours, to watch the funeral with the unsuspecting crowd of mourners below. This way, if anything were to go wrong, if there were an attempt on my life, I would be safe. Though I can’t say the same for the girl at my side.

I jog my knee impatiently as Grandmother braids our hair, hands us each a pair of gloves, then produces two veils – one cerulean, one scarlet.

She sighs reluctantly, then nods. ‘It works. No one would know unless they knew to look. My guards will be positioned around the throne room, Blaze. As for the crowd, you must blend in. Whatever happens, do not reveal yourself.’

‘I won’t.’

She lets me go and snaps her fingers at the attendant as she moves towards the door, the skirts of her thick red gown whispering across the stone floor.

‘Grandmother?’

She turns back, hands resting atop the hilt of her stick.

‘I love you,’ I tell her.

She looks at me for a long time, eyes glassy in the flickering candlelight, before limping from the room, her decoy granddaughter hurrying along in her wake.

I hold back a moment before crossing to the dressing table and picking up a tiny wooden figurine of a knight holding a sabre. It was a gift from my younger brother, Renly, who, after a series of tantrums, has been grudgingly left at Harglade Hall with the kittens.

For luck, he said.

Slipping the knight into my pocket, I take a long, deep breath then head out into the corridor, merging seamlessly with the tide of Ignitia courtiers.

Flint falls into step beside me. ‘Everything’s ready,’ he mutters, without looking in my direction. ‘After the service, find a way to get to the kitchens. I’ll meet you there.’

Then he’s gone, disappearing into the crowd.

The throne room is so cavernous that the first time I saw it I was instantly reminded of the training room in the Golden Keep. Given that we are standing directly below the mouth of the volcano, there is no ceiling, only a glimmer of blue sky far above. At one end of the room sits a towering stone throne atop a dais, and in front of it, built high with wood and kindling, a gigantic pyre, upon which lies the silk-wrapped corpse of the Fire Queen.

I keep my head down, careful not to draw attention to myself as I take my place among the crimson sea of mourners, all of them having travelled from every corner of the Firelands to offer their condolences, to express their sorrow, to say goodbye.

It’s some time before House Harglade emerge. Grandmother, who cannot bring herself to look at the pyre. Aunt Hester, who appears unable to look away. Flint, with his arm round Aunt Yvainne’s wife, Seraphine. And me – or rather, my decoy, who’s seemingly so wracked with nerves that she stumbles slightly while taking her place on the dais.

Someone nearby snorts quietly. ‘Never thought I’d see the day I pitied the Fish.’

I grit my teeth just as a second voice hisses, ‘Another word and I’ll torch you.’

I bite down on a gasp, because I know that voice. It belongs to my friend Elaith. And she’s standing right behind me.

I force myself to remain still, keeping my eyes trained on the dais as the final member of the congregation decides to grace us with her presence. Fury slithers through me like cold water as Ember flounces into view, her rust-orange dress trailing behind her. It takes every scrap of willpower I possess to bow my head along with everyone else.

Flint’s expression doesn’t change, but I can almost feel the tension wedged between his shoulder blades. He’s seen our cousin only once since the third trial – a meeting that was monitored by Grandmother, and which consisted of a sugared, insincere apology. What happened was an accident, Ember had claimed. An accident.

‘My dear friends, my fellow mourners, I thank you for being here to celebrate the life of my beloved aunt, Queen Yvainne.’ Ember’s voice is girlish, sickly-sweet, honey stirred into milk that’s gone bad. ‘Because that is why we have come together today. To celebrate. To remember her glorious reign, and not the unspeakable circumstances that led to her death.’

It appears like a mirage before my eyes – the dagger, the golden tendrils of power, the three queens lying crumpled in pools of blood. I taste bile and swallow it down, trying to block out the murmurs spreading through the crowd. Murmurs of a name. His name.

The Earth Cleaver.

Queenslayer.

The last time I saw him, he was being dragged from the Choosing Chamber, hands stained red, eyes hollow. I remember the way he held my gaze, clung to it like a certainty, until the doors slammed shut between us. For I am the only one who knows what truly happened that day. That Fox is, if not entirely innocent, then not entirely guilty either.

Ever since, he has haunted me. Almost as if his absence has become a kind of presence.

‘I want you to know that I share your pain, just as I shared your love,’ says Ember, her gold-flecked eyes sweeping over the room. ‘These past few weeks have been filled with darkness. We have been wounded. But we will heal. I promise each and every one of you that when I am crowned your queen, we will walk together into a new era, a new dawn.’

All around me, the crowd are nodding. I scowl. How does she know what to say? To make them listen to her, to make them feel safe?

‘We must stand united,’ Ember continues. ‘We cannot tremble in the face of fear. To do so would be an insult to her memory.’

A perfect tear rolls down her cheek as she glances towards the pyre. Behind me, Elaith scoffs quietly.

Ember draws herself up to full height. ‘And now, the time has come for the Burning.’

I suppress a shudder. The Burning is the death ritual of the Firelands. The head of the deceased’s House is first to light the pyre, followed by the rest of their loved ones. When the pyre is at last reduced to a smouldering heap, the family each take a handful of ashes to deposit inside an urn. The Ignitia believe that the dead person’s soul is carried skyward on the smoke and returned to Vesta. Like funerals, executions also take place upon a pyre. Only in these cases, the soul is thought to be damned, and the prisoner is burned alive.

The tapping of Grandmother’s stick reverberates around the stone hall as she moves forward, her tread as heavy as her heart. My mind floods with images of my mother’s funeral. My father, too grief-stricken to speak. Renly, squawking in the arms of the wet nurse. Flint clutching my hand tightly as it loomed before me – a dark, empty pit of pain. My own personal Rift.

There’s a sudden intake of breath from the crowd as a flame springs to life in Ember’s palm. I narrow my eyes. What is she doing? The head of the family is first to light the pyre. Grandmother is the head of the family, not Ember.

‘Seeing as I am the one who will take my aunt’s place on the throne, I think it only fitting that I cast the first flame. Wouldn’t you agree, Grandmother?’

Ice courses through me, numbing every other feeling but cold, sharp fury. How dare she disrespect Grandmother like this, in front of the entire court? I know Grandmother will never undermine Ember’s authority in public. No one can think our House divided.

So, Grandmother steps back.

Triumphant, Ember raises her voice and speaks the words of House Harglade: ‘Flicker, flare, flame.’

The crowd echoes her, and I watch my brother flinch as Ember sends her ball of fire shooting into the centre of the pyre. Immediately, Aunt Yvainne’s body is set alight, flames arcing and crackling. Then it’s Grandmother’s turn, her face a careful mask. She is followed by Aunt Hester. Flint swallows hard, extending his arm. He’s shaking, overcome with grief. After about a minute, when it’s clear he’s not up to it, a weeping Seraphine squeezes his hand, steps forward, and sends two flames shooting into the pyre – one for each of them.

My heart gives a painful jolt as Flint stares down at the floor, blinking back tears. Next to him, my decoy twists her gloved fingers together nervously. Being Aquatori, she or, rather, I obviously do not participate in the ritual. I am a Harglade, one of a long line of pureblood Ignitia, a descendant of Vesta herself. I should have been Flameborn – like Flint, like Ember. But I wasn’t. I was born a Rain Singer, and my birth almost drowned the empire.

I think back to the Choosing Rite, when I used Syla’s talisman to summon that storm and claim the gift that shaped my life – and ended so many others’. I think about the way the Eye called to me, chose me. I don’t know why. All I know is that I need to find it.

Flint and I have spent weeks planning our escape, and now the day is finally upon us. In just a few short hours, I will be far from here.

Burying my guilt deep, I try not to look at Grandmother. Instead, I focus on the smoke dancing atop the pyre. To the surrounding provinces, it must look as though Fire Mountain is about to erupt, what with the grey clouds billowing out of the top of the volcano.

Many of the mourners are weeping. I hear Elaith give a muffled sob. I can’t pretend to have had any strong attachment to Aunt Yvainne, but I always respected her, in my own way. As queen, as my mother’s favourite sister, as the most powerful Ignitia in the realm.

So, as I watch the plumes of smoke curling upward towards the patch of blue sky far above, I say a silent prayer for her soul and hope that Vesta can hear me.

Suddenly, without warning, the smoke is forced back down the mouth of the volcano, engulfing the throne room. The air is dense and acrid, and I choke on it. Everyone is screaming, courtiers reduced to blurred shapes.

Another gust, and I can no longer see my hand in front of my face. I’m buffeted from side to side, crying out as figures barrel into me in their desperation to escape.

Panic takes over. Screams fill my ears.

Then, slinking through the haze, comes a voice. Smooth as silk, soft as breath, chilling me to my core.

Hello, little dove.
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Flint

Shit. This can’t be good.

Fear lances through me as the pungent fumes pour into my mouth. My eye smarts and stings, tearing up and spilling over, obscuring my vision even further.

I was watching Blaze in the seconds before the attack, several rows back from the dais, standing with her shoulders curved inwards, face hidden by that veil, gazing up at the sky. But now the world has turned grey, and I’ve lost her in the smoke.

The crackling flames from the pyre writhe wildly. Harglade fire – hungry and merciless, streaks of burning red across a charcoal canvas. The heat is ferocious.

A familiar tremor takes hold. My palms slicken. My heart beats out of time.

No, I tell myself. Not now. Snap out of it. Concentrate.

Streams of air carry King Balen’s voice around the throne room. I can hear it over – no, through – the screams. It slices apart the din, slipping into the spaces between sounds.

I hear Grandmother too, hollering at the guards, ‘Find her! Find her now!’

The words jolt me into action and I begin to move, inhaling more smoke each time I cough. Someone – I think it’s Seraphine – is calling my name, but the voice is directionless and I don’t stop, don’t turn round, just keep stumbling blindly towards where I think the edge of the dais should be … and go tumbling over it.

Ouch.

I let out a grunt of pain as I push myself up, throat raw, breathing ragged.

Blaze, I think. Where are you?

The Etheri are charging like cattle towards the doors. I squint through the smoke, grabbing hold of arms, peering into faces.

‘Blaze,’ I hiss. ‘Bla–Argh!’ I cry out as I collide headlong into someone standing stock-still, as if paralysed with fright, or indecision, or both.

‘Flint?’

‘Blaze!’ I exhale in relief as I grip her shoulders. ‘There you are.’ Then I take off, dragging her after me through the crowd.

King Balen’s voice slithers through the tumult once more.

I know you’re here, little dove.

I slam into the wall, holding Blaze’s hand tightly as we feel our way towards the back of the throne room. I practically grew up at Fire Mountain, so I know all the best hiding spots, secret doors and hidden passageways. This particular passageway is used by the attendants. My friends Cole and Elaith and I discovered it years ago. I can’t count the number of times we’ve used it to help ourselves to various desserts and bottles of wine.

Come out, come out, wherever you are.

Blaze rips off her veil and presses it to her nose. I scrabble for purchase until my fingers finally close round a stone lever, wrenching it down with all my might. A section of the wall shudders, then grinds slowly to one side, and I yank Blaze through. The deafening din is cut off as the door slides shut, the dense smoke replaced by cool, clean air.

My sister is on her hands and knees, retching, spitting out globs of grey saliva. Her voice is cracked, dried up. ‘Is … he … here?’

I’ve been wondering the same thing. Would King Balen really risk attacking the Ignitia Court in person, or has he sent the wind in his stead? I’ll say this for him: he can certainly pick his moments. Seriously, crashing a funeral? Talk about disrespect.

‘We have to go, Flint,’ Blaze chokes out, her face streaked with soot. ‘Now. We have to stick to the plan.’

I grimace as I drag a hand across my streaming eye. Of all my sister’s hare-brained ideas, I’m ranking this somewhere near the top. ‘All right, follow me.’

I lead the way down the winding passage. Elaith once got lost down here for hours, just like she did in the maze at the Golden Palace. My best friend has many admirable qualities, but a sense of direction is not one of them. Nor is blending in – not with that fiery hair of hers. I spotted her standing behind Blaze during the funeral. I hope she makes it out safely. No, scratch that. She will make it out safely, for I refuse to consider any alternative.

A cluster of attendants gawk at us as we burst into the kitchens. They’re all wielding pots, pans and knives, as though such things could protect them against smoke and wind.

I reach into my pocket and lay some coins on one of the stone countertops. ‘You didn’t see us here,’ I say firmly, before heading for the large hatch in the corner of the room and heaving it open. This is where they get rid of all the scraps – leftovers, vegetable peelings, food that’s gone stale. I turn to my sister. ‘Are you sure about this?’

Grey eyes stare back at me, clear and determined. ‘Yes.’

‘Because if you’re not, now’s the time to say.’

Blaze sticks her chin in the air. ‘I’m sure.’

‘And I’m sure I’m going to regret it,’ I mutter.

She ignores me, gathering up her skirts and climbing into the scrap chute.

‘The space is narrow,’ I tell her. ‘Don’t panic. Keep your arms pinned to your sides and brace yourself for landing. I’ll be right behind you.’

She nods, gritting her teeth.

‘Ready?’ I ask.

Suddenly there’s a clatter, followed by a furious, terrified voice. ‘STOP.’

We turn to find Grandmother panting hard, leaning heavily on her stick, wisps of silver-streaked dark hair slipping free of the red netting at the back of her neck. She points a finger at us, and on it I see the Harglade signet ring, shaped like a coiled cobra.

‘Stop,’ she orders again.

I open my mouth to speak, but Blaze gets there first. ‘No.’

‘Blaze,’ Grandmother growls.

That tone still has the power to make me squirm in my boots, but Blaze doesn’t flinch.

Grandmother turns to me. ‘I’m surprised at you, Flint. Letting your sister put herself at risk like this, knowing just how much danger she’s in.’

A low blow.

‘I don’t let her do anything,’ I snap. ‘She’s her own person. Besides, she outranks us both now.’

Grandmother seems to deflate. ‘Please,’ she says. ‘Stay. Whatever it is, whatever you think you have to do, we’ll find another way.’

There’s a long pause.

But Blaze only shakes her head. ‘There is no other way.’ Her voice is unsteady, but it softens as she adds, ‘I’m not a child any more. You can’t hide me away forever.’

A tear rolls down Grandmother’s cheek. I watch it drip on to the flagstones.

Then, to my surprise, she steps back.

The look Blaze gives her is one of fierce, pure love. She glances at me one last time before disappearing down the chute. I have to hand it to her – the girl has pluck. Or a death wish. One of the two.

‘I’ll take care of her, Grandmother,’ I say. ‘I swear it.’

But the words ring hollow – less a promise than wishful thinking. Because the truth is, I’m not sure I’m capable of protecting anyone. Not any more.

I swallow hard, then plaster on a grin, tipping an imaginary cap to Grandmother before launching myself into the darkness after my sister.
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Blaze

I hurtle downwards, each breath-stealing second carrying me further away from Grandmother, and from the expression on her face that nearly tore me in two.

Forgive me, I think.

Then I bury the guilt deep, refusing to let even the slightest crack show in my untarnished resolve. I know what I have to do.

The chute is slimy and smells bad, but it’s a mercy compared with the acrid smoke of the throne room. King Balen’s voice still echoes in my ears, a threat wrapped in silk.

The angle of the chute grows steadily steeper until I’m almost vertical, shooting towards the pinprick of light far below, pressure building and popping in my ears.

I tuck in my limbs and pray to every God I can think of – and more – that they haven’t brought forward the daily incineration of the debris waiting at the bottom.

Because that could pose a problem, Flint had said. And by problem, I mean imminent and agonizing death.

There’s a brief sensation of weightlessness as I emerge from the other end, suspended momentarily in mid-air before landing face-first in a mountainous pile of rotting food. I’ve barely had time to gag before Flint comes crashing down on top of me, letting out a high-pitched yelp, followed by a whoop.

‘We did it,’ he says, a browning banana peel stuck to his cheek.

‘We did,’ I agree, managing a shaky grin.

Together we scramble down the mound of kitchen waste, our clothes smeared with pulp and gravy and entrails.

A boy is waiting for us in the stables, Flint’s bow and two sets of reins in his hands. The horses he’s selected are not the large, snow-white, red-maned creatures belonging to the Court of Flames, but two brown mares, who nicker softly as we approach. Our supplies are stowed in a pair of leather satchels fastened to the gleaming saddles.

The stable hand frowns as he takes in the sight of us. ‘Food fight?’

Panting, Flint shakes his head, slinging his bow and a quiver of arrows over his shoulder. ‘We came down the scrap chute. There was an attack by the Ventalla King. Everyone else is still inside. They’ll need help – water, bandages.’

He holds out a hand to help me mount the smaller of the two horses, but I bat him away impatiently before sticking my foot in the stirrup and heaving myself up.

‘Thank you, Caleb,’ Flint says, swinging himself on to the other horse. ‘I’m in your debt.’

Caleb hands him the reins. ‘Anything for you.’

‘Anything?’ I hear the smirk in his voice.

‘Flint,’ I hiss, incredulous.

‘Fair point, sister. Time and place.’

Caleb stands aside and cocks his head towards the stable doors. ‘You know, if you two die out there, they’ll burn me alive.’

‘Not planning on it,’ I tell him, digging my heels into my horse’s flank.

The clopping of hooves echoes loudly on the cobblestones as Flint and I turn our backs on Fire Mountain and set off across the barren plains.

I gaze out at the endless rocky wasteland and breathe it in – the scent of hot stone, fresh air and freedom. For this is the first time I’ve ever been anywhere not trapped behind walls, stuck inside a carriage, or surrounded by guards.

This is the first time I’ve ever been free.

The horse is fast and sure-footed, and I grip on tightly with my knees, half exhilarated, half expecting to lose my balance and go tumbling to the ground. My hair has come loose from its braids, dark curls streaming behind me, and when the ghost of a smile tugs at my lips, I let it bloom there. Riding feels like flying, and I like it.

We travel at lightning speed, Flint occasionally shouting instructions about my posture or my grasp on the reins, and constantly craning to look over his shoulder as we skirt bustling towns and villages. Eventually, when he’s confident that we’re not being followed, we slow the horses to a gentle walk. Flint reaches into one of the leather satchels and pulls out a waterskin, which he tosses to me. I catch it clumsily with both hands, letting go of the reins in the process.

‘We’ll make an equestrian of you yet,’ my brother says as I lean down and grab them again.

I flip open the stopper of the waterskin and take a long drink. The back of my throat still burns from the smoke.

‘How’s your eye?’ I ask Flint.

‘Lonely,’ he replies.

We soon reach a cluster of rocks a short distance from a gurgling hot spring. Flint slides nimbly from his horse and walks round to help me.

‘Stop fussing,’ I say, ignoring his outstretched arms as I swing myself down.

Only my legs feel as though they’ve turned to liquid, and give way as soon as my feet hit the ground. Flint sniggers. This time, I accept his hand.

‘Ouch,’ I say, registering the dull ache in my limbs, the stiffness of my hips.

‘You’ll get used to it.’

‘Speaking of riding,’ I begin as we lead the horses into the cool shadow of the rocks, ‘what’s with you and the stable boy?’

Flint stares at me. ‘Really? That’s what’s going on in there?’ He raps his knuckles against my head. ‘We’re currently fugitives after narrowly escaping an attack by King Balen, and you’re thinking about me and the stable boy?’

I shrug. ‘Just wondering.’

Flint drains his waterskin. ‘He’s a friend.’

‘Just a friend?’

‘I have lots of friends, sister. I’m a friendly boy, well known for my friendliness.’

I roll my eyes.

‘Though it is true that Caleb and I enjoy a particularly close friendship,’ he continues. ‘You could say we know each other rather well. Intimately, in fact.’

‘What about Spinner?’ I ask, feeling somewhat defensive of my friend and former chaperone, who fell head over heels for my brother during our time at the Golden Palace.

‘What about her? I adore her, of course I do, but we’re not married.’

As if in response, my horse lets out a disapproving snort. Smiling, I reach up to stroke her silky muzzle. A memory jolts through me, almost knocking me off balance.

This is Cedar.

He’s beautiful.

He is, but he’s not why I brought you here.

I drop my hand, the Earth Cleaver’s voice still echoing in my ears.

Though it was a celebration for many, news of his exile filled me with nothing but dread. For he may be callous and arrogant and sometimes cruel, but he also understands what I have to do, better than anyone. And he seems to understand me – more than I care to admit.

I can’t help but wonder where he is. Drinking his days away at the card tables of Katteran? Sailing the Second Sea? He may have been banished from Ostacre, but try as I might, I cannot banish him from my mind. He lives there now, taking root among my thoughts, colouring them green. Does he dream of me, just as I dream of him?

Oblivious to my musings, Flint opens the satchels and begins laying out our supplies – another waterskin, enough food to last several days if we’re careful, blankets, oats for the horses, chalk, a coin purse, a map, a bar of soap, bandages, burn salve, painkillers, my nightlight from Hal, a bundle of clothes and two pairs of leather riding boots.

‘Was that really necessary?’ I ask as Flint produces a bottle of wildfire wine from the bottom of the second satchel.

‘Yes,’ he says, wiggling an arrowhead into the cork and twisting it round.

It loosens with a muffled thunk, and Flint throws it at me. I manage to catch it, then glance down at my grimy palm, suddenly conscious of how filthy we are.

‘Stand up,’ I instruct.

Flint takes a gulp of wine. ‘Why?’

‘Just do it.’

He sets down the bottle and gets to his feet.

‘Move a few paces over there.’

My brother exchanges a look with the horses but does as I say. ‘Well? What is it?’ He folds his arms expectantly, then yelps as he’s drenched by a shower of rain.

I toss him the bar of soap. ‘You’re welcome.’

Grumbling, Flint shucks off his doublet and trousers until he’s standing in his undershorts, and scrubs himself clean. ‘You couldn’t make it a bit warmer, could you?’

I shake my head. ‘Still haven’t figured out how to simmer, I’m afraid.’

He hands me the soap when he’s done, and I follow suit, placing Renly’s little figurine carefully atop a shelf of rock before moving to stand under the cool shower. Flint feeds and waters the horses, and we sit in the sun to dry off.

‘So,’ he says through a mouthful of bread and cheese. ‘Let’s go over the plan.’

I spread the map out between us, pinning the corners down with stones.

The Windlands are at the very top of the empire, as far north as you can go. The Firelands sit just below, bordering the Wildlands, which in turn border the Waterlands, occupying the south of Ostacre. Beyond the Aquatori kingdom lies nothing but the treacherous, azure waters of the Second Sea.

When I threw the Eye into Queen Hydra’s portal, I wasn’t thinking about where I was sending it, only that I needed to get it as far away from King Balen as possible. Yet I realized that if its location was determined by my subconscious, then it must be somewhere of significance. I spent weeks poring over the possibilities, until eventually it came to me.

The Lagoon.

The Aquatori court at the foot of the Waterlands. Where better to send the Eye than my future home, a place Queen Hydra called her haven? And what better way to earn my crown than by finding the talisman she died protecting?

The plan itself is fairly simple. It’s pulling it off that’s going to be the tricky part.

‘Are you sure you want to go through the Ridge?’ Flint asks, handing me his empty waterskin. ‘Because I still think the Creek is our best bet for, you know, surviving.’

I sigh. ‘We’ve been over this. If we go by boat, we’ll be expected to present our identification papers at each checkpoint. We’re hardly going to slip by unnoticed.’

‘Ah, yes,’ says Flint, reaching out to catch his full waterskin as I throw it back to him. ‘The new Queen of the Aquatori and her dashing, half-blind brother. You’re right, sister mine. Blending in never has been our strong suit.’

I roll my eyes as I help myself to a plum.

Our plan is to travel to the province of Isolla, which sits in the shadow of the Ridge – the red sandstone mountain range that stretches along the border between Queen Yvainne’s lands and Queen Aspen’s. Though now, I suppose, Ember’s lands and … well, not Fox’s. Perhaps Hal, as the new emperor, will award the Terrathian crown to Amaryllis instead. She was the runner-up, after all.

I think of the way Fox had toyed with her before his vines found purchase, dragging her through a field of nettles and stringing her up like a puppet, pulling tighter and tighter until I heard the sharp pop of her shoulder dislocating.

I gasp in pain as I bite right through the fruit and into my tongue. Clearing my throat before Flint can ask me what’s wrong, I offer a weak ‘We’ll be fine.’

‘Funny, I thought Caius Castellion had the Eye of the Future,’ Flint says dryly. ‘How can you possibly know that we won’t lose our way and wander through the Ridge tunnels until we meet a very claustrophobic, very underwhelming end? Or get eaten alive by whatever terrifying creatures are said to live there. Snakes? Fire ants? Five-foot flesh-eating spiders? I’d rather not lose another body part, if it’s all the same to you.’

‘Not going to happen,’ I say with far more confidence than I feel.

Once dry, we dress in the Fidra clothes Caleb managed to source for us. Fidra – those without magic – are easily distinguishable from Etheri, as they do not wear an elemental court colour. This way, we’ll be able to slip under the radar. The shirts are scratchy but clean, the trousers ill-fitting, the riding boots scuffed and well worn.

Flint wrinkles his nose. ‘I suspect someone may have died in this,’ he says, fastening the buttons on his leather jerkin.

‘You’re as bad as Spinner.’

‘If by that you mean I have excellent taste in clothes, then I agree with you.’

I roll up a cloak and stuff it into my satchel before tossing him the other. He catches it reluctantly, then bends down to retrieve his soiled red doublet, stroking the gold embroidery wistfully.

‘Your sacrifice is noted,’ I tell him, prising it from his hands and tossing it on top of my gown. ‘Now, I think you should burn them.’

Flint turns away, fiddling with the arrows in his sheaf.

I frown. ‘Hello? Flint? We don’t want to leave a trace.’

‘We also don’t want to draw attention,’ he says a little stiffly, swiping the clothes back and concealing them behind a large boulder.

I shrug. ‘Have it your way.’

Together we pack up our supplies and set off again, riding until the sun dips low. Flint finds us a cave, and I wrap my arms round myself, my stillness making me suddenly aware of the chill in the air. That’s the thing about the Firelands – scorching-hot days, icy-cold nights – both extremes having been intensified by the slaughter of the Council, which angered the elements in ways never seen before.

‘Aren’t you going to light a fire?’ I ask my brother. ‘It’s freezing.’ I huff out a breath for emphasis and point at the misty cloud.

But Flint shakes his head.

‘Flint, we’re in the middle of nowhere. There’s nobody around.’

‘You don’t know that,’ he says. ‘Now, stop yacking. I need my beauty sleep.’

I lie down, huddled beneath my cloak, listening to the sound of crickets, the nickering of the horses, the occasional eruption of steam from a distant hot spring. For some reason, I can’t seem to keep my eyes closed. I gaze out at the sliver of night sky visible through the narrow mouth of the cave.

Night.

I think of night, and I think of my former serf, Elva. Her homeland, Obsidia. The darkness that filled my chambers, lit only by an orb of light cast by the boy cradling her in his arms. The dull gut-punch of betrayal as realization dawned on me.

I wonder if Elva has told Hal the truth – that ever since I unknowingly returned the powers of her ancestors to her using the Eye of the Soul, she is no longer Fidra.

She is a Mage. A Shadow Mage.

My breath curls upward in silver clouds. I nestle closer to Flint.

How will Hal and Elva navigate this, I wonder? There’s a cruel irony to it – an aching, hopeless sort of beauty that reminds me of the tales my mother told me as a child. But how can this one possibly have a happy ending when it is a story about what happens when light falls in love with darkness? How can they ever coexist, when one consumes the other?

I don’t pretend to know much about love, but to me, that sounds an awful lot like doom.
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Elva

I can hear my heart beating.

It pummels at my ribcage. It keeps me awake. Condemns me to consciousness when all I seek is oblivion.

The sky is a deep, velvety black, peppered with pinprick stars.

If it weren’t for the opulence of this bedchamber, or the raven-haired boy sleeping at my side, I could be a thousand miles away, gazing out at the eternal night of Obsidia.

I see it when I close my eyes. Our cottage, with its thatched roof and smoky fireplace, dozens of nightshine blooms snaking up the walls. Amma, humming softly while she prepares our evening meal. Stew, maybe. Or soup – beansprout and nettle – with fresh, salty bread. Papa, whittling perhaps, or chopping wood, or counting coppers – always doing something with his hands. My older sister, Astrid, singing quietly to herself, one hand stroking Kjara, our moon panther, stretched out peacefully at my feet.

I try to ration my memories. I keep them contained, like birds in cages, and only open them one at a time. It’s easier this way. In small doses they sustain me. I live off them.

But lately I’ve found myself consumed by thoughts of my family, of the life that was ripped away from me. Of who I was, and now, what I have become.

I used to dream about the Shadow Magi: my ancestors, with eyes that glowed like fallen stars, capable of wielding darkness so impenetrable it could swallow the sun. I was ten before I saw my first dawn. It broke around the same time as my heart – beams of light gilding the waves as the slave ship sailed across the Second Sea.

Nobody knows for certain why the Magi lost their magic all those years ago, just as I don’t know why that magic was returned to me. All I do know is that if my secret were discovered, I wouldn’t have long to wonder.

As if to taunt me, a tendril of shadow escapes from my fingertip. I ball my hands into fists, resisting the urge to shudder as fear rattles through me. I’ve always been frightened, for as long as I can remember.

Elva’s afraid of her own shadow, Astrid used to say.

If only she knew how right she was.

My sister saw fear as a hindrance – something that needed to be stamped out.

Don’t be such a baby, she’d hiss as I edged behind her, clutching her arm while the other children played, launching themselves from the rocks and into the starpools below. And when we returned home, Astrid soaking wet and glittering, me bone-dry and ashamed, my father would just smile in his quiet, gentle way and pretend not to notice.

It was my mother who would sit me on her lap, prise my hands from my face and murmur softly, Don’t shut fear out, Elva. Invite it in.

I’ve tried to heed her advice – to welcome fear rather than cower from it, because fear is a response to danger. And sensing danger is key to survival.

The Earth Cleaver told me that if I wanted to survive, I’d better keep my mouth shut.

The day after my powers awoke, I remember coming to, surrounded by herbs and tinctures and vials of medicine. When I realized who was standing over me, I let out a piercing scream. He simply sighed and offered me a glass of water. Then he told me what happened. But not how. Or why.

Why now? Why me?

Hal mutters something unintelligible in his sleep and shifts his arm to cradle me. What would he say, I wonder, if he discovered that I am now … what? A Mage? A monster? He’s a Castellion – they are the same in his eyes. I fear the truth would break him. Break us.

I swallow, willing away the lingering shadows, concentrating on his face. These past few weeks have taken their toll. He looks older than his twenty years.

When I slipped into his chambers to say goodnight, he kissed me like he needed me. So I stayed. It’s risky, being with him like this. But as long as I’m back in the serf quarters before dawn, nobody should notice. Nobody except my bunkmate, Ingra, but she’ll always cover for me, and she’d never betray me to Matron.

Matron is in charge of the palace serfs. Not much gets past her – she makes sure of that. Rewards for ratting out a fellow serf range from a fresh bedroll to an extra helping at supper, which many would do more than tell tales for. It’s not that they starve us. We have enough to eat. But that’s just it – enough, and no more. Meals are determined by our size and the nature of the labour we perform. Having inherited my mother’s slender frame, and given that I am – or rather, was – personal serf to an Heir – meaning my duties didn’t extend much beyond folding linen and braiding hair – my portions tend to make my plate look large. Of course, Hal slips me food whenever he can.

I thought I’d misheard Blaze the first time she offered to share her breakfast. Rather than feeling grateful, though, I felt guilty. She was kind, and undeserving of my deception. Yet Hal’s plan, however unfair, was the perfect distraction. Their involvement provided a subterfuge, and both of them had just the right touch of shyness to make it believable. But then Blaze started to fall for him, and so every smile we shared was a sharp twist of the knife. Only the knife was buried in her back, not mine.

Even still, she forgave me.

When I heard about the attack on Fire Mountain, my first thought was of her. But Hal has since received reports that the Storm Weaver was unharmed, and that she and her brother will soon be moved to a safe house. In just a few weeks, Blaze’s life has turned full circle. It doesn’t matter that she won the Aquatori crown – she’s just as confined as she has been for the last seventeen years. Trapped by circumstance, like me. Except now …

You could go home.

That’s what she said to me, and she was right.

After the Binding Ceremony, once he’d regained the ability to form a sentence, Hal, as the new emperor, offered me a ship, as much gold as I could carry, and said that if anyone tried to stop me, he would have them killed.

I am free, and yet, here I am.

There are three reasons why I chose to remain in Ostacre.

The first is that if I were to go home, I’m afraid of what I might find there. Or worse, what I might not find. When the slavers came ashore, they set my village aflame, snatching the children and slaughtering any who stood in their way. My parents are long dead. As for Astrid, she was put on board a different ship – only she never arrived in Ostacre with the rest of the serfs, meaning she didn’t survive the journey across the Second Sea. And without my family, there’s nothing left for me in Obsidia. Nothing but bones and memories.

The second is that I cannot bring myself to abandon Ingra and the others. I will never truly be free until they are too.

Hal always secretly intended to find a way to liberate the serfs, long before he met me. To do what his father did not, and undo what his grandfather did all those years ago. Sometimes I wonder how someone like him was ever born into a family like that. Yet the timing of King Balen’s betrayal has thwarted Hal’s plans to end serfdom. His advisers will not hear of it. His reign is already being called into question. He has no one to support him.

Which brings me to my third reason …

I stroke my thumb along Hal’s forearm. His father is dead, his half-brother responsible, and his uncle is intent on taking his throne. How can I leave him now, after everything? He is utterly lost. He needs me, and I …

I love him.

I wish I didn’t. I tried not to. I hate myself for it. But I do.

What would the other serfs think of me if they found out about us? How could I even begin to defend myself? By telling them Hal is different? That he is good? Nothing I say would change the fact that he is their enemy. So what does that make me?

I’m so tangled up in my thoughts that I don’t notice the slight shift in his breathing, and I start as he whispers, ‘Can’t sleep?’

I shake my head.

‘Hm. Maybe I could read to you from one of my father’s old trading ledgers? That’d do the trick.’

Hal’s eyes are still closed, his voice husky with remnants of sleep. He’s not fully awake yet – I can tell because he’s smiling. I watch him remember, his smile faltering then falling, the weight of an empire crashing back down upon his shoulders.

‘Hal –’

‘I’m fine.’ Lie. ‘It’s fine.’ Another lie.

I don’t press him. I turn on to my side so that we’re face-to-face, and rest my hand on his cheek. Hal closes his eyes again, leaning into my touch. Even now, his features heavy with sleep and pain, he is beautiful.

I glance out of the window at the sky beginning to lighten. It won’t be long before dawn arrives.

‘I have to go soon.’

‘Don’t,’ he murmurs. ‘Stay.’

‘I can’t. You know that.’

A pause. ‘It won’t always be like this.’

‘I know,’ I say, though I don’t – not really. We are both of us changed. The future is uncertain. It scares me even more than the past.

I kiss him once, lightly, then slide out of bed and pull on my white tunic and boots.

The solid-gold floor gleams in the waning moonlight. Hal is still living in his old chambers. He has no wish to move into his father’s quarters, not while his death is so fresh. There’s also the fact that Lady Kestrel Calloway, Imperial Mistress and mother to the Earth Cleaver, refuses to leave the emperor’s rooms. She is, by all accounts, inconsolable. She barely sleeps, will not speak to anyone, won’t eat. The serfs bring her trays of food, which remain untouched. One of the girls, Shireen, swiped a peach, thinking Matron wouldn’t notice. Her foolishness cost her two days in the Pit.

‘I have to go,’ I say again, but Hal catches hold of my hand.

‘Promise me you’d tell me if anything was wrong?’ He laughs, short and hollow. ‘What am I saying? What isn’t wrong? Nothing about any of this is right. I just meant, you’d tell me if anything’s … changed?’

I can hear the words he doesn’t say ringing loudly in the silence.

Between us.

I don’t answer, tracing the lines on his palm.

‘Elva?’ Soft, almost pleading.

‘Of course I would.’

The lie burns my tongue. There are too many secrets. We are an ocean apart, he and I, and he doesn’t even know it.

Gently, I break the bridge of our joined hands and edge behind the screen. There, I press my shoulder into a portion of the wall, which swings open. Hal whispers something into the darkness, but I don’t catch it before the door snicks shut behind me.

The serf tunnels are dank and dark, but I ignore the torch crackling in a bracket. I have no need for it any more.

Ever since the shadow magic of my ancestors was returned to me, I can … well, I can see in the dark. And I don’t just mean I have a better sense of direction or can make out shapes amid the gloom. I mean that I can see, fully, perfectly, in complete darkness. It’s difficult to explain. There’s no invisible spotlight. There’s no light whatsoever. The dark doesn’t lessen or recede. It’s still there, surrounding me. Only, I can see through it. I slip between it, just another shadow. I’m part of it now.

After what feels like an age, I emerge from the tunnel near the kitchens. The cramped corridor is empty. Everyone is in bed. I move silently through the passageway until I reach my room – a space no larger than a few square feet, furnished with two wooden boards sticking out of the wall. Ingra sleeps on the bottom one, I on the top.

The moment I creep inside, Ingra opens one eye like a cat, smiling conspiratorially.

‘Well, if it isn’t fair Irabella returned from seeing her Emmeric. Tell me, how is loverboy this evening? I do hope he earned his keep.’

The Tragedy of Emmeric and Irabella was a play performed for the Court of Eyes by a travelling theatre troupe called the Bronze Buckle some years back. Ingra and I were both serving wine at the time, and so we got to watch along with everyone else. It was a tale of two lovers: rich, handsome Emmeric and poor, beautiful Irabella, who fell in love against the odds and sacrificed everything to be together. Only, Emmeric was cursed by a witch who’d lost everything at the hands of his scheming family. Hence, the tragedy.

Ingra doesn’t know that the Emmeric to whom she refers is none other than the former Crown Prince, now emperor, of Ostacre.

I reach up to the top bunk and pull back my bedroll to reveal the assortment of rags beneath, all bunched together to give the appearance of a human silhouette, just in case Matron had decided to check on us.

‘Thank you, Ingra. I owe you.’

‘Don’t mention it,’ she says, waving her hand dismissively, her long honey-brown hair spilling off the side of the bed in a thick braid.

I step on the edge of her bunk and pull myself up on to my own, finally allowing myself to exhale as I lie down and close my eyes.

What feels like minutes later, the bell begins to clang.
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Flint

‘I spy with my little eye something beginning with …’ I pause, searching for inspiration, which is notably lacking given that we’re crossing a barren stone plain. ‘With … H.’

Blaze ignores me. After almost a week of nothing but, well, nothing, she is tired, bored and very, very irritable.

I, too, am tired, bored and irritable. I’m also in quite a bit of pain. My burns aren’t faring well in this heat, and the searing ache in my left eye never lets up. Yet despite all that, and how unappealing I suspect I look in these drab Fidra clothes, I’m trying to stay positive. They say problems should be tackled head-on, but I find that my problems are best left alone. Ignore them for long enough and you can pretend they don’t exist.

‘Come on, sister,’ I urge. ‘Play the game.’

When Blaze does speak it is through gritted teeth. ‘Flint.’

‘Doesn’t begin with H, I’m afraid. And to think you’re supposed to be the clever one.’

‘I’m not in the mood.’

‘Just one guess,’ I wheedle. ‘Go on, it’s easy.’

‘Fine.’ Blaze half closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. ‘Fine. Horse.’

‘Incorrect.’

‘Hot spring.’

‘Nope.’

I almost cower beneath her glare. Sometimes, she really does remind me of Grandmother.

‘Oh, you want a word beginning with H?’ Her voice is ice. ‘How about hungry?’

Ah. I thought she might’ve moved on from our little spat this morning after I’d accidentally polished off the last of the food. It seems I was wrong.

Blaze isn’t finished. ‘Or how about horribly behind schedule?’

‘That’s three words,’ I point out.

A jet of cold water shoots straight into my chest.

‘How thoughtful you are, sister mine,’ I splutter, shaking my head like a dog. ‘I was melting in this heat.’

Blaze snarls.

‘All right.’ I hold my hands up in surrender. ‘All right, I’ll shut up.’

The next hour or so passes in silence.

‘How much further?’ Blaze asks eventually, flexing her wrists.

‘Not long now.’

‘Flint, are you sure we’re going the right way?’

I consult the map. We’re currently crossing Danath, which borders Isolla – the province sitting in the shadow of the Ridge.

‘Well,’ I say, squinting at the markings etched on to the parchment, ‘if my calculations are correct, I think we’ll arrive in Isolla by nightfall.’

‘And if they aren’t correct?’

I shrug. ‘Then we’re lost.’

‘Brilliant.’

‘How about you be the navigator, sister? I’m sure you could get us there no problem, what with your wealth of experience travelling the empire.’

Blaze holds up a finger.

I shake my head. ‘Shocking. Hardly the behaviour expected of a future queen.’

‘Flint,’ Blaze breathes suddenly.

‘I know, I know, you don’t want to talk about it,’ I say, folding up the map and tucking it back into my satchel. ‘I get it. I do. It’s a big change and –’

‘No, Flint –’

‘Really, it’s perfectly understandable that you –’

‘FLINT.’ Blaze’s voice is urgent, excited.

I glance up, frowning. ‘What?’

‘Look!’

I follow the direction of her finger. There, far in the distance, barely distinguishable against the clouds, is the hazy outline of mountains. Hundreds of them, dark red in colour and stretching across the horizon as far as the eye can see.

The Ridge – the border between the Firelands and the Wildlands.

I punch the air, triumphant. ‘See! What’d I tell you?’

Blaze smiles. ‘I take it all back.’

‘And?’

‘And I’m sorry for ever doubting you.’

I bow my head. ‘Apology accepted. Now, come on. I’m starving.’

‘You’re always starving,’ she says, nudging her horse onward.
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By the time the sun starts painting the sky pink, the rumbling of my stomach can be heard above the clopping hooves. Smoke curls from the chimneys of the little stone cottages fringing the outskirts of Isolla, which gradually increase in both size and number as we ride through the winding streets. The noise in the centre is deafening – merchants and traders haggling at full volume, the hiss of molten metal as it meets water, children laughing and squealing as they dart through the throngs of people and pens filled with livestock.

Blaze’s eyes are wide as she slides from her horse, fascinated. This rather mundane scene must seem like a whole new world to her. I dismount too, gathering my reins and leading the way on foot. We agreed to sell the horses once we got to Isolla. There’s no way we’ll be able to take them with us through the Ridge tunnels.

‘You stay here,’ I say as we untether the satchels from our saddles. I pull the hood of Blaze’s cloak up over her head. ‘And be careful.’

She nods, her expression bright with excitement. Leaving her to eagerly peruse the market stalls, I head off in search of someone to take the horses off our hands, taunted all the while by the glorious smells wafting from the various inns and alehouses lining the square. My burns are smarting and my limbs are heavy. Every part of me feels bruised. All I want in this moment is a hot meal and a proper bed. Perhaps a bottle of wine. Anything to take my mind off the fact that tomorrow I will be walking straight into the depths of a snake-infested mountain in order to chase some enchanted relic that I’m still not entirely sure isn’t just a figment of my sister’s imagination.

The first trader I approach is a small, balding Fidra man who waves me off, uninterested. The second, a woman dressed in strange, expensive-looking robes, shakes her head and says something in a language I don’t understand. Vosti, I think. Blaze would know.

On my third attempt, the trader looks me up and down before walking round the horses, inspecting their teeth and hooves, then offers me six pieces of silver.

‘Six? They’re worth double that.’

The man snorts. ‘Not a chance. Call it seven and we have a deal.’

‘Nine.’

‘I said seven, boy. Take it or leave it.’

I cross my arms. ‘Eight.’

He considers. I try not to salivate as a girl walks past carrying a platter of roasted meat. Then the trader says, ‘Very well. Eight it is.’

Smiling triumphantly, I pocket the silver and head back towards the corner of the square where I left Blaze. Only when I arrive, she’s nowhere to be seen. I swallow my unease as I whip my head back and forth. I suspect she’s just wandered into the centre of it all, caught up in the colourful chaos of Isolla. I adjust my satchel and plunge into the throng of travellers, tourists and traders, my good eye scanning the square for her face. Where is she? Why did I let her out of my sight, even for a few minutes? Panic rises, hot and clawing.

A cloaked figure stands a few yards to my right. My heart leaps.

‘Blaze?’ I curse myself as soon as her name leaves my mouth, but no one around me pays any attention. I try again, pushing my way through the crowd. ‘Blaze?’ I almost let out a sob of relief as I feel someone tap me on the shoulder. ‘There you are.’

‘Here I am.’ My sister looks extremely pleased with herself as she holds aloft what appears to be a small bronze ball on a stick. ‘It’s a toffee apple,’ she says, eyes shining.

I exhale slowly. ‘I can see that.’

Blaze is undeterred. ‘I bought it, just now, at one of those stalls over there.’

I raise an eyebrow, bemused. Blaze only beams. I’m about to ask her why she’s acting like a five-year-old, and then I get it. She feels like one.

I’ve often wondered how she didn’t go mad, shut up for all those years – first at Bartell Manor, then Harglade Hall. She was robbed of any kind of childhood because of something she did when she was barely a day old. I think of the cities I’ve seen, the courts I’ve visited. I think of the countless times I’ve walked into Valburn to do something as ordinary as buy a toffee apple, and I’m overcome with the urge to hug my sister.

‘Come on,’ I say, slinging an arm round her shoulder. ‘Let’s find some supper.’

We push into the heaving alehouse, the air hot from the oven fires and thick with drunken voices. Nobody gives us a second glance as we shove our way to an empty table. I toss the barmaid a piece of silver and she returns minutes later with two heaped plates and a flagon of wildfire wine. Ravenous, I fall on the food, pausing only to refill my glass.

Blaze drums her gloved fingers on the table, chewing thoughtfully.

‘What?’ I ask through a mouthful of guinea fowl.

‘I’m just trying to remember everything I’ve ever read about the Ridge tunnels.’

‘Well, make sure you do,’ I say, pointing a bone at her, ‘because, no pressure and all, but our lives depend on it.’

Blaze knocks the bone out of my hand with her fork. At that moment, a voice sounds close behind us.

‘… the Harglade twins, Flint and Blaze.’

We both freeze.

‘They survived, then?’

‘It would seem so.’

I allow myself an infinitesimal sigh of relief – we’re not being addressed, but rather discussed, and the group of Ignitia sharing a bowl of broth seem completely oblivious to the fact that the very people they’re talking about are sitting a mere five feet away.

‘I heard they’ve been moved to a safe house.’

Blaze makes to whisper something to me, but I tap a finger to my lips and lean back in my chair to listen to the rest of the conversation.

‘And what about the Crowned Council?’

‘They’re not crowned yet, though I imagine they’ll be summoned to the palace. Haldyn Castellion needs all the help he can get. By all accounts, the boy’s too soft. And then, of course, there’s his half-brother, who’s quite the opposite.’

‘Queenslayer,’ one man mutters venomously. ‘I heard he fled to Zafar.’

‘Well, I heard he was spotted in a whorehouse in Katteran.’

My sister swallows, frowning slightly. I’ve been careful not to ask her too much about the Earth Cleaver and their … what? Alliance? Friendship? There seems to be no correct term for whatever strange connection exists between them. Blaze only told me what I needed to know about Fox Calloway Castellion and his part in all this. Yet despite what he saw with the Eye of the Past, his actions still proved fatal – to his father, to the Council, to my aunt, who I have still not allowed myself to grieve for. And though I’d never say it out loud, I’m glad he’s gone. The further away he is from my sister, the better.

‘Perhaps it was Prince Haldyn he meant to kill and not the emperor?’

‘Some believe they were working together – the Storm Weaver and the Earth Cleaver. That they planned to assassinate both the old Council and the new.’

Blaze makes a sound I can only describe as a squawk of rage. I shake my head in warning and reach over to top up her glass. I can still hardly believe that there are those out there who think she plotted to kill the Council – and with the Earth Cleaver, no less.

Then again, sometimes I forget that Blaze is two people. To me, she is my twin, the girl who has a cat called Mouse and reads thousand-page history books for fun. But to them, she is an anomaly, a threat. She may be the rightful leader of the Aquatori, but that doesn’t mean she’s become any more trusted, or any less feared. Her transition to sovereignty is not going to be an easy one. She has avoided the subject for weeks. At first, I thought it was for my benefit, but now I’m not so sure. I think she’s scared. I think she focused so much on winning her crown that she forgot about wearing it.

‘Listen, only three people know what really happened at the Binding Ceremony. Perhaps what the Storm Weaver claims is true. But then again, perhaps it isn’t. There are many who believe it was she who attacked King Balen, and not the other way round.’

Blaze, who has just taken a large gulp of wine, lets it trickle slowly back out of her mouth and into the glass. I pat her arm sympathetically. I’d assumed, perhaps naively, that if she had Hal’s support, the people would accept her version of events. But these men are right – there are only three people who know exactly what happened that day. One is a monster, the second is exiled, and the third is sitting opposite me with a face like thunder.

Stony silence stretches on long after the men have paid up and left the alehouse.

Eventually, Blaze clears her throat. ‘So that was a bit of a kick in the teeth.’

‘I must congratulate you on your restraint,’ I tell her. ‘I was half expecting you to freeze their tongues like you did with Cole.’

‘I was tempted.’

‘Forget them,’ I soothe. ‘People are frightened. They don’t know what to believe.’

‘And that’s exactly what King Balen wants, Flint,’ she says bitterly. ‘To sow doubt. If the people already thought I was guilty, then the news that you and I are in hiding is hardly going to convince them otherwise.’

‘About that.’ I lean in closer. ‘If word hasn’t got out about our incredibly daring escape’ – my sister rolls her eyes – ‘then Grandmother must be doing a pretty good job of pretending that we are wherever she claims we are. How’s she managed to pull that off?’

Blaze considers this. ‘If we hadn’t been seen at all in the wake of the attack, we’d surely be presumed dead.’

I frown. ‘But they don’t think we’re dead. They think we’re at a safe house.’

‘Exactly. Meaning that Grandmother must’ve made sure we were glimpsed leaving Fire Mountain.’

I take another swig of wine. ‘All right, you’ve lost me.’

‘My decoy, Flint,’ Blaze says. ‘She must be using my decoy. Gods, that poor girl had no idea what she was getting herself into.’

‘Oh. Oh. Typical Grandmother.’ I shake my head, suppressing a smile. Then I pause. ‘Wait. What about me?’

‘She must’ve found one for you, too.’

‘And gouged his eye out for authenticity?’

Blaze grimaces. ‘I wouldn’t put it past her.’

We spend the rest of the meal prodding at what remains of our food. The bustle and vibrance of Isolla that had so captivated my sister appear to have worn off. Her brow is furrowed, jaw clenched. She could use some sleep. Both of us could – and in actual beds rather than huddled together on the cold stone ground.

‘We should get out of here,’ Blaze says eventually.

‘You read my mind. Let’s find an inn. I’ll even let you have the top bunk.’

‘No, I mean we should get out of Isolla,’ she explains. ‘Now. Tonight. Ours seem to be the names on everyone’s lips, and I think it’s best we move on.’

I stare at her, aghast. ‘But … we’ve been riding since dawn? I’m exhausted.’

‘We can sleep once we’ve made it through the Ridge.’

I let out a long-suffering sigh, then get to my feet. ‘The things I do for you, sister.’
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