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‘Packed full of lies, schemes and betrayals, this fast-paced, twisty story will keep readers guessing until the last page. I love the characters Gabi Burton has crafted - sharp, ambitious and deliciously flawed, each one hiding secrets as deadly as blades and willing to risk everything for power.’

Kika Hatzopoulou, bestselling author of Threads That Bind

‘Burton has done it again! To Steal a Throne is the perfect mix of politics, magic, and romance, with a ruthless heroine at its core... A thrilling start to what promises to be a captivating fantasy duology.’

Kate Dylan, Sunday Times bestselling author of Until We Shatter

‘A deliciously heart-pounding cocktail of deceit, ambition, and magic with the most tantalising enemies-to-lovers slow, simmering burn. Unputdownable!’

A.Y. Chao, #1 Sunday Times bestselling author of Shanghai Immortal

‘With a propulsive plot, astounding twists, and the most delectable tension between rivals to lovers, To Steal a Throne left me completely enraptured.’

Pascale Lacelle, New York Times bestselling author of Curious Tides

‘A clever, compulsive read full of twists and compelling characters. Perfect for fans of YA, you won’t want to put it down.’

Rachel Greenlaw, author of Compass and Blade

‘With political intrigue and worldbuilding as alluring as the slow burn romance, this book is effortlessly entertaining and full to the brim of earned female rage.’

Hayley Dennings, New York Times bestselling author of This Ravenous Fate

‘An immediately immersive story entwined with an addictive, steamy romance.’

Terry J. Benton-Walker, bestselling and award-winning author of Blood Debts

‘Gabi Burton is the queen of dark fantasy.’

Kamilah Cole, bestselling author of the Divine Traitors duology

‘To Steal a Throne is my favorite fantasy read of all time!’

N.E. Davenport, USA Today bestselling author

‘Smart, well-paced, and expertly crafted.’

Rena Barron, author of the Kingdom of Souls series

‘Clever, conniving, and deadly.’ AM Kvita, author of An Unlikely Coven
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CHAPTER ONE

THRONE OF LIES

When we couldn’t afford wood for the hearth, my mother’s lies warmed our home.

She lied constantly, about everything: promised we had enough coin to survive the long, cruel dark seasons at the base of the mountain; swore to the stars we weren’t slowly starving to our deaths; insisted a better life awaited us, just around the corner . . .

My mother was a liar. Fortunately for me, so is everybody else.

In this tiny room, I keep one hand pressed to a wall of tshira. It’s black like pitch, streaked with bands of red and bronze, and so maddeningly cold, it sets my teeth on edge. My free hand curls around the sparrow- shaped tshira talisman dangling from my wrist. It emanates faint warmth into my hand— there’s a lie trapped inside.

At my coaxing, the heat of the lie flows from the trinket and into my palm. Magic hums through me.

I bask in the sensation, like one of those rare moments of sunlight we get in the dark season. The warm, buzzing feeling starts in my fingertips— where my skin touches the talisman— works its way up my arm, and pulses from my other hand, still pressed to the wall.

Magic smooths out a panel in the rough surface. It lightens to a translucent white, frosted over like a screen of ice that peers into the adjoining room, where two people sit on opposite ends of a long table. The window is one- way, so neither of them can see me, and only one of them knows I’m here.

“You haven’t answered my question, Ms. Harcot.” Luc faces the door, arms folded to appear stern. Even while sitting, he’s tall enough to look imposing. He has thick, black coils of hair, skin dark like ochre, and deep- set brown eyes identical to my own. “What is your relationship with Honorate Jasper Nox?”

His chair is high- backed and packed with royal- blue cushions that make it almost comfortable, if not for the spine. It was hand selected (by me, of course) because it’s rigid like a steel rod. Sure, it makes the chair a wreck on the back, but it also makes it impossible to slouch. Lucien Kyler might be Praeceptor of the Republic of Virdei, but he has the posture of a dying blytheweed flower.

“I beg your pardon, sir.” Pelene Harcot sits on a three- legged stool at the other end of the table. She’s tiny, and her voice is even smaller than she is. Her skin is light like sand, eyes dark like tar, and hair thick and auburn hued like sagegrass. “I’m not sure I understand the question. I used to work for him. That’s all.”

Heat.

Magic, fresh from its source, is hot. When it courses through me, its intensity is like a flare set alight in my belly. The flames of Pelene’s lie flood my veins, hot, sudden, and fervent.

“I see,” says Luc. “So, you claim you’re not having an affair with him?”

Panic flashes over Pelene’s narrow face. Seconds flit away as she scrambles for a believable answer.

Her silence grates my restless nerves.

I have many skills. Patience isn’t one of them. Especially not now, the day before the most important vote of my life.

Finally, she says, “No.” Her trembling voice gives her away, even before the heat of magic gathers in the pit of my stomach. “There’s no affair.”

Stars in hell, she’s an awful liar.

I shove the magic from Pelene’s poor attempt at deception out, to the torch over her shoulder.

It shudders and, for a flicker, glows brighter.

Luc glances at it, nods, and looks back to Pelene. “Ms. Harcot, do you think it’s wise to lie to your Praeceptor?” His words are firm, just as I taught him. But his tone is feather soft.

I make a mental note to scold him for it later.

Not that it matters. Luc’s tone must be convincing enough for Pelene, because her body wracks with shivers. She strokes the glimmer of gold on the inside of her right wrist in the shape of a crescent moon. A tattoo by name, brand by function. A bright and permanent warning to all that she’s not from here. That she doesn’t belong, and she never will. “I- I’m not lying.”

More heat roars through me. I make the torch leap higher, nearly singeing the ceiling.

Luc’s eyes follow the flame. “Think carefully about your next words,” he says. “If they are untrue, swallow them and try again.”

“I— ” Her throat bobs. “Yes. We had an affair. It was brief.”

The flame rises with the heat of more lies.

Luc sighs. “Ms. Harcot . . .”

Her sallow cheeks flush. “I’m sorry, sir. We’ve been seeing each other for the past four years.”

“His wife doesn’t know?”

“No, sir.”

There’s no heat this time. She’s telling the truth.

A slow smirk settles over my face. If Nox’s wife doesn’t know, then we have leverage.

Pelene’s shivering intensifies. Her dirty nails are chewed to the beds, and her clothes are dotted with patches. Worse, they’re thin— practically a death sentence this high up in the mountains. “I’m not a bad person, sir. When I met Jasper, I was a servant in his home. He was sweet to me. He promised me he’d leave his wife. But as time went on . . .”

“He didn’t,” Luc finishes for her, eyes soft with sympathy he should know by now to disguise.

Pelene looks sheepish. “I’m not proud of it, but I promise our relationship never affected his work, sir. Or his votes.”

No flare of magic accompanies her words.

It’s disappointing. A girl who seduces an Honorate to sway his power in her favor is clever. Rare. A girl who falls for a sleazy Honorate’s false promises is as starheaded as my mother. Worse, she’s common as snowfall.

The Republic of Virdei is ruled by a council of twenty men called the Honorate. Leading them and all of Virdei is the Praeceptor. Once his five- year reign ends, he’s meant to step down, making way for his successor, never allowed to try for the throne again.

At least, until tomorrow, when the Honorate cast their ballots to decide if the Praeceptor can vie for the throne as often as he pleases. I’ve secured nearly all the votes I need to ensure the end result is yes.

Luc will be Praeceptor again. I can’t afford any other outcome.

Luc pushes back his chair. “You’re free to leave, Ms. Harcot. Thank you for your time.”

Pelene stares at him in shock for a few moments before scooping up her jaw and scrambling to her feet. “Th- thank you, sir.” She starts for the door.

Perfect.

Close enough, anyway. Luc performed well. As always, I have a few notes for improvement, but overall—

“Pelene,” says Luc suddenly.

Stars in hell.

Pelene stops, looking petrified. “Sir?”

“He’s never going to leave his wife. You know that, don’t you?”

Her fear flees, and her shoulders sag. “Sometimes.”

The resignation in her tone makes my heart twitch. Her words are as familiar as they are unremarkable. Deluding herself just as my liar of a mother used to.

I shake myself, discarding the thought along with the flicker of sympathy that rears its head in my heart.

Well, I try. I’m not wholly successful. I never am when it comes to memories of my mother.

Pelene should leave now, but she wavers. “Sir? May I ask you something?”

Say no, I mentally chant. I know he won’t.

Luc nods. “Ask.”

“How did you learn of my relationship with Jasper?”

“The Shadow Queen.”

Pelene’s dark eyes widen. “We were discreet. How did she— ” She swallows nervously. “You don’t think she’s going to write about this, do you?”

“I have no idea, Ms. Harcot. I don’t control the Shadow Queen. Nobody does. You know that.”

She shudders. “Of course. Thank you, sir.” She’s shaking harder than ever as she rushes from the room.

The Shadow Queen of Widow’s Hall is as infamous as she is legendary. She lurks in the shadows, collecting secrets of the powerful men who rule Virdei. Anyone curious about the lives of the elite can find the sordid details in her column. For many, the Shadow Queen is a champion of virtue, holding the Honorate accountable. She publicizes the wicked deceptions of those in power and exposes the truth, no matter how scandalous.

But those whose secrets she gathers like roses for a crown of thorns know the truth: the Shadow Queen does not work for the people. She does not care about justice or truth. She operates for herself. She is more than willing to keep anyone’s secrets out of the public eye— for a price.

No one knows who the Shadow Queen is. She first surfaced three years ago and swiftly rose to infamy.

Some believe she’s the bitter wife of an Honorate; others that she’s a scorned lover, hungry for revenge; still others believe she’s a servant in Widow’s Hall, spying on her employers.

They’re all wrong. The Shadow Queen is me, and I am none of the above.

__________________

Widow’s Hall is about as high up as you can climb without freezing your nose off. The view from up here, from the stone balcony hanging off Luc’s private study, is the most breathtaking in the Republic.

The top of the mountain is illuminated by three beacons— massive torches that rise from the roof of Widow’s Hall, magicked to burn year- round. Below me are dense trees lining the stone roads paved into the ice of Mount Saidu. It’s midday, but it’s the dark season, so the sky is the color of midnight and blanketed with thick gray clouds that drop snow lazily through the air.

I tilt my head back, enjoying the soothing sensation of snow melting against my cheeks, when the balcony door whines open behind me. Luc has joined me.

With a parting look over the mountain, I turn, half smiling—

My movements falter.

It’s not Luc standing behind me. It’s a tall, stern- looking man and a short, smug- looking woman. Both familiar, both unwelcome.

My stomach drops into my feet. My eyes dart around, searching for an escape. Nothing. Not unless I want to take my chances and hurl myself over the side of the balcony.

It’s tempting, but I straighten my spine and fix my expression. “Mathson, Yelina.” I try for a polite smile. “I didn’t realize we were expecting you. Luc isn’t here.”

“We know. We’re here for you,” says Mathson.

Few things scare me. My father and stepmother wanting a private word makes fear cling to the back of my throat like a dry biscuit soaked in honey. I try to swallow it— it sticks the whole way down. “Oh?”

“The time is coming for you to prove I wasn’t wrong to open my home to you, Remira.”

It’s an impressive rewrite of history. After I lost my mother, Mathson didn’t let me come live with him out of the goodness of his heart. At ten years old, I arrived on his doorstep alone and starving, with no home or mother to return to. I begged him to take me in— after all, he was my father.

“You’re either useful to me, or you’re nothing,” he’d said, before slamming the door in my face.

So, I made myself useful. Stole a secret of an Honorate for Mathson to use as blackmail. I proved my worth, and he let me stay. I’ve been proving it ever since.

My thumb traces the golden tattoo on my inner wrist. “If this is about tomorrow’s vote— ”

“Of course it’s about the vote.” Yelina cuts me off with a stern glare. “I expect my son to be the longest- reigning Praeceptor in history.”

“He will be.”

“For your sake, I hope so.” There’s a dark gleam in her eyes. She’s a petite force of a woman. Shorter than me by a head, and skinny, yet still terrifying. “The decurio are always looking for new soldiers. I’m sure they’d be interested to learn you’ve kept your gifts hidden all these years.”

My breath mists from the freezing air, and my fingertips lose sensation from her chilling threat. The decurio, the Republic of Virdei’s military force, entirely comprises those of us with magic. All magic users are required to report themselves. Failure to comply can result in anything from imprisonment to forced service.

Some dream of joining the decurio. I know better. Opheran soldiers are expendable. It’s no secret we receive the least training and most dangerous assignments compared to those born in Virdei.

My mother knew a man who turned himself over to the decurio. They trained him for a week and sent him off to die just two days later. There was no announcement or service following his death. The only person who mourned him was my mother.

My tattoo marks me as Opheran. It doesn’t matter that I’m the Praeceptor’s sister— an assignment in the decurio would be my death sentence.

“The order will pass,” I say. “I guarantee it.”

There’s a rattle from inside as Luc enters his study. Mathson and Yelina linger just long enough to give me one last withering scowl, before stalking inside to greet him.

I take a moment. Breathe deeply, steep myself in the freezing air, allow it to cool my temper and settle my dread, before following them inside.

“Lucien.” All the animosity of our exchange is melted away as Yelina stretches up on tiptoe to embrace her son. “We came by to extend a personal invitation to you and Remira for dinner the day after tomorrow. To celebrate your victory.”

Luc chuckles. “The order hasn’t passed, Mom.”

“Yet.” Yelina backs away from Luc and slings a casual arm over my shoulder. Still smiling, she gives a squeeze. Not hard enough to bruise, but enough to remind me that she could. “You’ll remember what we discussed, won’t you, Remira?”

The feeling of her hand on me makes my body itchy and tight, as if I no longer fit in my skin. I want to wriggle out of it, burn it off— anything to get her to stop touching me.

I force a smile. “Couldn’t forget if I tried.”

I don’t breathe until she and Mathson say their goodbyes and finally leave.

Luc settles into the seat behind his desk, looking at me expectantly. “I assume you have notes?”

I always do. I write his speeches, arrange his haircuts, and spend all my time coaching him for this position I stole for him. “You went soft toward the end.” I slide into my role as though tugging on an oversized sweater. “Your tone was too kind, and you used her first name.”

Luc groans. “It slipped out. I felt bad for her. What was I supposed to do? Be rude?”

“We’ve talked about this.” I keep my voice even. “When you interrogate someone, you’re not Luc, you’re— ”

“I know, I know. I’m Praeceptor Lucien Kyler. But that isn’t what I asked.”

“Yes,” I say flatly. “Be rude.”

“It’s not easy for me, the way it is for you.” He runs a hand tiredly down his face. “She was so young. She reminded me of Aja.”

My chest burns, not from magic. Ajalique Selane. My mother.

Like Pelene, Aja was a liar. She lied constantly, but rarely alone. There were dozens of men swooping in and out of our lives and her bed, spewing lies of their own: that they loved her, that they wanted to build a better life for her— with her.

I saw through them like glass. Aja scarfed them down like warm bread.

Maybe I should be grateful for the lies. After all, they’d fueled my magic, and magic was the only thing keeping us warm in Ophera. Growing up, I’d stare at the icy peaks, begging the stars for that life, in one of the hulking houses built into the mountain.

I guess the stars were listening. And I guess the stars are assholes, because they shoved me into the mountainside Republic of Virdei, right into the arms of that new life my mother was always promising.

All it cost me was her.

At the sound of her name, faded memories flicker to life in my mind’s eye: Aja holding my hand and squeezing tight as my tattoo was inked into my skin; me, curled into her side, stumbling over words as she taught me to read.

Seven years later, and I still miss her every day.

“Aja is dead.” I say it harshly, but I feel myself softening.

“I know,” Luc says gently. “I’m sorry. But don’t you wish someone had been kind to her?”

More memories whirl like snowflakes in a blizzard. Aja smiling at some wide- mouthed man who talked too fast and made too many promises he never intended to keep, Aja sobbing her broken heart out in front of our empty fireplace, Aja promising me she wasn’t shattered when they left. And they always left.

She was the only person who loved me with no agenda, and my clearest memories of her are of a heartbroken liar.

“I don’t wish more people were kind to her.” I fold my arms and jut out my chin. “I wish someone were honest.”

Luc flinches. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have used Ms. Harcot’s first name. Next time, I’ll do better.” He risks a peek at my face. “Are you mad?”

Yes. I force the tension from my body. “No.”

He accepts this lie with no resistance. “I’m nervous about tomorrow.”

“Don’t be. Everything is under control,” I say. “Tonight, Nox will receive a letter from the Shadow Queen. If he doesn’t want his private affair made public, he’ll vote the way we tell him, and we’ll have the majority.”

“What if he refuses?”

“He won’t. Luc, look at me.” I wait until his worried eyes meet mine. “Relax. After tomorrow, it’s over. Only Honorate and their sons can try for the throne. We have secrets on all of them. When you announce you intend to rule again, you’ll run unopposed.”

Luc still looks anxious.

I hold in a sigh. Time for my secret weapon. “Do you trust me?”

“With every lie I’ll ever tell.”

I take all my fears and doubts and tuck them away behind a wide smile. “Then we’re golden.”

It’s our code and, as always, it works. His tension eases, and he wraps me in a warm hug. “Thanks, Mira. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

With my face safely hidden in his shoulder, my fake smile is free of its audience, free to fade away. I’ve salved his worry and quieted his fears, but I still carry mine.

By all counts, I’ve made it. I live in Widow’s Hall; I have a breathtaking view of the entire mountain and the affection of the most powerful man in the Republic.

From below, this life was all I wanted. Now that I’m here, I wish someone had told me that the shadows of Widow’s Hall are just as cold as our empty fireplace in Ophera.

If I’m being honest, there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t miss shivering and starving at the base of the mountain with my mother who was incapable of telling the truth. Except when she, without asking for anything in return, told me she loved me.

Turns out, the breathtaking view from the top isn’t a reminder of how far I’ve come— it’s a constant threat of how far I’ll fall if I ever make a mistake.
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CHAPTER TWO

HER SLEIGHT OF HAND

This greyhorn is punishing me. It’s the only explanation I can come up with for why this smelly ox keeps flicking its tail, scattering its putrid scent everywhere.

When I secreted this ox away from the stables at Widow’s Hall, I’d hoped that if the cold robbed my nose of feeling (it did, ten minutes ago), it would also spare me my sense of smell.

No such luck.

Two greyhorns drag their shaggy legs through the trails in the icy mountain roads with obvious reluctance. Despite their thick, gray wool, they look about as frozen pulling the sledge as I feel steering it.

I’m covered, head to toe, in a combination of wool, fur, and leather. Feet tucked into fur-lined boots, shoulders and neck wrapped in a thick wool sjaal, face hidden behind a goats-hide and leather mask with mesh over my eyes. I’m still shivering.

The mountains are always brutal, but at night, they’re unbearable.

It’s not snowing, but wind swirls ice crystals from the ground, narrowing visibility so much, I almost miss our destination until it’s right in front of us.

I yank the reins, tugging the oxen to a halt.

They snort in irritation but stop, stomping their hooves in place to keep warm. Reaching back, I rap on the black coach of the sledge to capture Sef’s attention.

I pat one of the oxen on the flank as I slip off the bench and waddle over to tug open the coach door.

Sef descends from the sledge, somehow bearing more of a resemblance to a goddess than an icicle despite the frigid air. We’re both in disguise tonight. I’m dressed as a stablehand, and she’s dressed as me. Well, as the Shadow Queen. Sef wears a black dress and overdress, bloodred sjaal, black velvet mask that covers her entire face, and black lace gloves.

Sef and I rarely deliver blackmail notes to Honorate doorsteps like this, but when we do, it’s always in costume. We want the select few who catch glimpses of her to describe someone ethereal, mysterious, and without that telltale golden tattoo on the inside of her wrist.

Sef holds an envelope with Honorate Jasper Nox’s name scrawled on the front. Tomorrow morning, he’ll find it tucked under his doorway and know instantly it’s from the Shadow Queen. At tomorrow’s council meeting, Nox will arrive ready to do as I say and vote in favor of the proposed order.

He and the rest of the Honorate have already been warned against competing for the throne. In Virdei, power is a prize to be earned. If there’s more than one candidate for Praeceptor, they face off in the Tournament of Thrones—a series of deadly competitions designed to test a candidate’s cunning and prowess. First to win two of the three trials wins the throne.

It’s the Republic’s favorite tradition. I intend to snuff it.

Luc barely has the stomach to deliver harsh words to sweet strangers, let alone the cruel streak necessary to win a Tournament of Thrones. If my brother is to reign again—and he will—then he must run unopposed.

“You ready?” I ask Sef, voice muffled beneath my mask.

“Always.” She tips up her chin and glides from the sledge as though skating on ice. She reaches the front door of Nox’s manor and raps on the dark wood. Like most Virdeian manors, Nox’s house is large, not tall. Mount Saidu is pelted with unforgiving winds and heavy snow most of the year, so there aren’t many tall structures. Most manors have one or two above-ground stories of tshira and mortar, and the bulk of the house is carved into the mountain.

Sef slips the envelope under the door and turns back, making her way across the stone-lined walkway to the sledge.

She’s halfway back when someone cries out.

I straighten to attention. A servant races out from the side of Nox’s house, headed for Sef.

The man calls out again. Sef runs faster, but she’s not quick enough. Her pursuer’s legs are longer and not tangled up in a skirt.

My heartbeat quickens. Time to show off my magic.

If you believe Virdeian legend (I don’t), magic was gifted to us hundreds of years ago by a lonely god. He sprinkled it like sugar into the streams that flow through the mountains, infecting the people who drink it and the tshira deposits throughout the mountain with its power.

Even magic has limits. The few of us with magic, the aikkari, need a source to fuel it. An aikkari’s source can be anything. Something tangible, like the red-brown sagegrass that grows in patches on the mountainside; something intangible, like a particular shade of yellow; or something invisible, like an emotion.

We’re taught from an early age: magic must be fed. Mine feeds on lies.

Alongside the aikkari are the isha (another gift from the alleged lonely god). With a single touch, they can sense an aikkari’s source. They’re useful, but rare. There hasn’t been an isha reported in Virdei for decades.

I yank open the coach door for Sef, before hauling myself onto the bench behind the grey-horns. They huff and stomp their legs faster, eager to get moving and return to the warmth of their stables.

The servant is gaining on Sef. He’ll be upon her in a matter of seconds.

I peel off one glove and slide the other down, exposing my wrist. Icy wind nips at the sliver of bare skin. My teeth grind against the cold as I touch my palm to the tshira pendant on my bracelet. The magic stored within fills me with familiar, comforting warmth.

Sef is almost to the sledge. The servant chasing her is just a few paces behind.

In a practiced motion, she flicks a hand over her shoulder.

I send a wave of heat at the ground behind her.

Snow melts into icy, slippery sludge. The servant chasing Sef isn’t expecting it. His next racing step sends his feet skidding. With a shout of surprise, he splashes to the ground.

Sef darts through the open coach door.

I tug the reins, urging the greyhorns to move. The sledge’s runners are oiled up every night, so they glide smoothly over the ice as we rush away.

I glance behind me. The melted snow at the man’s feet is already freezing again, making it difficult for him to rise.

He opens his mouth and cries out, but the sound is lost to the wind.

In a few seconds, silver snow clouds my vision, and I can see him no longer.
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I’m shivering and exhausted by the time the oxen trot through the stable entrance at Widow’s Hall. A ramp leads from the blistering wind outside to the tunnels running underneath that contain the stables and dungeons. The sledge glides down the incline, deeper into the mountain, until we reach the animal stalls.

My body is ready to collapse, but there’s no time for that. I shove aside fatigue, discard my mask, and unhook the greyhorns from the sledge.

The stable walls are lined with tshira. Perfect for the decurio and their magic to keep the walls nice and warm so the animals don’t freeze. I fight a yawn as I brush snow and mud from the greyhorns’ thick coats.

Sef removes her mask next to me. “Want help?”

I give her a small smile. “Have you forgotten how you’re dressed?” I wave a hand over the thin Shadow Queen costume. Sef must be freezing. “Go to bed. Thanks for tonight.”

She rolls her eyes. “You know you don’t have to thank me, Mira.”

“And you don’t have to help me.”

“It’s my job.”

I pick up a handful of straw and throw it playfully at her. “You’re meant to be a personal maid. This is far beyond your job requirements.”

Sef’s laugh is her only acknowledgment that she knows I’m right. “I think he was faster than the others.”

I smirk. “I fear you’re getting slower. Must be your old age.”

Sef is barely twenty, but she gasps as though offended. “Just for that, I will go to bed now.” She stretches her arms above her head. “Good night, Mira. See you tomorrow.”

She turns to leave—and stops. A stablehand idles in the stall doorway. He’s so shocked to see us, he hasn’t sounded an alarm yet. Now that we’ve spotted him, he finds his voice. “A-are you meant to be here?”

Seeing as it’s the middle of the night, and Sef and I are clearly not stablehands, the answer is obviously no.

I reach for the tshira pendant at my wrist. Cold. Damn. I used magic at Nox’s manor, and then again on our way back to warm the coach for Sef. My trinket is useful, but small—it can only store so much magic at once.

Fortunately, lies are rarely hard to come by.

I nudge my shoulder into Sef’s, and an unspoken understanding passes between us.

Without missing a beat, Sef smiles at the stablehand. “Yes. Of course we are.”

Heat from her lie spreads through me like ink. I don’t take the time to savor the feeling. I rush forward and press a hand to the man’s forehead.

He doesn’t speak. As my magic pierces his mind, his expression drips like melting candle wax. His eyelids droop, body slumps, and anything he might’ve been preparing to say wisps into nothingness. When I’m sure the magic has done its job, I lower my hand.

The stablehand sways on his feet, eyes half lidded and dazed, as though waking from a nap with no idea how much time has passed.

Sef and I slip away while he’s still disoriented.

He won’t remember this interaction. In a few months, echoes of recollection will likely come back to him in his sleep. Since the memory was brief, he’ll probably dismiss it as a strange dream. Longer memories are harder to erase. They require more magic, and even still, over time, stolen memories start to trickle back in.

All aikkari can manipulate heat, tshira, and their magic’s source. For me, that source is deception. In practice, that means I can alter a person’s perception of the truth—their memories.

When the smoke clears and the stablehand comes to, he’ll find himself alone in the stables, dizzy and muddled, unsure of what’s just happened. And Sef and I will be long gone.
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CHAPTER THREE

GODS AMONG MEN

The Honorate are revered as gods. As such, they must be perfect. Their rules of conduct are practically carved into the mountain. Any missteps—a whisper that they’re not the gods the Republic demands—is a breach of decorum tantamount to treason.

I watch our supposed gods from the rafters. The chamber is only open to the Honorate and their sons, so I observe from the narrow space between the ceiling of the council chamber and the sloping roof of Widow’s Hall. Luc and I discovered this place. We pulled up the wood in the center of the floor and replaced it with a thin layer of tshira. Now, with a touch of my finger and a hint of magic, my floor (the Honorates’ ceiling) becomes translucent as frosted one-way glass.

I painted the walls deep green and the ceiling a midnight blue flecked with golden yellow stars. The floor is littered with glass jars fitted with tshira lids. Half of them are empty, ready to be filled, and the rest are already swirling with red smoke. Magic.

The chamber below my feet is a wide, echoey room with gray stone walls and a deep blue carpet. Pillars of marble line the perimeter, and the dais at the front looms above the twenty wooden benches, one for each of the Honorate. They’re seated and dressed for council in robes of emerald green wool, heavily embroidered with glittering gold thread. Luc sits at the dais, decked in the Praeceptor’s formal golden robes, reciting the speech I wrote for him.

I wear Honorate robes of my own, spinning around the floor. It’s my favorite part of chamber: dancing on a sheet of ice, dressed in the trappings of power. Here, I can play pretend. That I’m not stewing in anxiety, that I’m untouchable, that my future doesn’t depend on this vote.

I don’t stop spinning until Luc reaches the final paragraph. The fear I’ve been pretending away creeps up my back, and my fingers pluck nervously at a loose thread dangling from my sleeve.

Two aikkari selectmen raise their arms. Trays of tshira rise and swoop, delivering parchment to the Honorate for them to mark “yes” or “no.”

My fingers pluck the thread faster, keeping pace with my heartbeat.

There are twenty rostered Honorate, but only nineteen who matter. For the past two years, Honorate Arliss Vale has been too sickly and bedridden to come to council, let alone vote. With his absence, all we need are ten votes for a majority.

The air is tense as selectmen retrieve the ballots and present them to Luc. I hold my breath as he sorts them into two piles.

A draft blows through my attic, cool enough to make me shiver, but I burn with trepidation, and my palms are sticky with sweat.

Luc clears his throat. “The votes have been counted. There are nine opposed . . .”

Relief is a splash of cool water. My racing heart slows. Luc will be Praeceptor again.

He keeps going. “. . . and ten in favor. With that—”

Thud.

Luc’s words lurch to a halt.

Everyone whips around to face the source of the disturbance— the chamber’s double doors slamming open.

That brief rush of relief abates into confusion. An unknown figure marches into my field of view. He strides confidently down the center aisle, as if he’s done it a thousand times before.

Except he hasn’t. I watch every single council meeting, and I’ve never seen him before.

I eye the selectmen, waiting for the guards to tackle the intruder and haul him from chamber.

No one moves.

Their inaction stings. More than it should. If I stepped foot in chamber—if I so much as lingered in the open doorway a beat too long—Luc’s guards would waste no time in shoving me aside and slamming the door in my face.

Doesn’t matter they’ve known me for years; they never miss a chance to remind me just how unwanted I am. Yet they let this stranger stroll in without question.

Luc is the first to speak. “Excuse me, but these are private proceedings. Open only to—”

“The Honorate and their sons,” the stranger interrupts smoothly. “I’m aware.”

The chamber rumbles with whispers. Whoever this interloper is, he just spoke over the Honored Praeceptor. A flagrant breach of decorum, and still, the selectmen do nothing.

The stranger reaches the front of the chamber and turns. Dismissively gives his back to the Praeceptor in a move that can’t be anything but intentional. The council is buzzing. Luc should call him out for this slight, but I’m not there to tell him what to do, so he says nothing.

My glare roves over the intruder. He’s young (around my age) and tall (even taller than Luc). Dressed in a green wool sweater and thick pants made for snow. Through his heavy layers, I see his build. The way his clothes mold perfectly to his body. He’s broad in the shoulders, muscular in the arms, and his skin is dark, rich, and smooth, like mahogany. His black hair is a bit too long for my tastes, but the rest of his face more than makes up for it.

A jawline that could mine tshira. Cheekbones that appear carved from ice. His mouth is wide and lips are full, as though made for laughter, and his brows are arched with good humor.

My throat dries as I stare.

“My name is Kaidren Vale.” The intruder has a deep, husky voice filled with warmth, like being wrapped in a wool cloak. “I am the only son of Honorate Arliss Vale. And before we continue . . .” His lips curve up, into the tiniest of smirks. “I have a vote to cast.”

He must be lying. Arliss Vale never married and has no children. I tense, bracing for the soothing heat of a lie—

—except I’m ice cold.

Stars in hell, he’s telling the truth.

The debate chamber erupts. Honorate leap to their feet, shouting their disbelief and demanding he leave. Selectmen finally move to escort him out.

As for me, I do nothing. I can’t. My entire world is shifting, like I’m trying to balance on a sphere rolling downhill.

He’s telling the truth, he’s telling the truth, he’s telling the truth . . .

No matter how many times I turn those words over in my mind, I can’t believe them. I’ve made it my job to know everything so I’m prepared for anything. I wasn’t prepared for this.

“I assure you,” Kaidren says, raising his voice to be heard over the din. “I speak the truth. Arliss Vale is my father. As of six months ago, I am eighteen years old. Therefore, I have the right to vote in my father’s absence. I can prove it.” He shoves a hand into his pocket and procures a sheet of parchment.

Selectmen—the only people who are actually allowed to approach Luc while he’s on the dais—snatch the parchment and hand it to Luc on Kaidren’s behalf.

The chamber waits, breaths bated, as Luc reads. “This is a signed statement from Arliss Vale,” he says slowly, “attesting he’s your father.” His words shrink in volume as the sentence reaches its end.

Whispers twist through chamber like a mountain stream winding downhill.

For several seconds, Luc stares at the parchment; then his gaze shoots to the rafters. He can’t see me, but he instinctively seeks my presence for guidance. A crutch we can’t afford, but I haven’t been able to shake him of it. “We’ll need to corroborate this further,” he says.

“Of course,” Kaidren agrees smoothly. Too smoothly. I don’t like anyone who has an easy answer for everything. “But while we’re here, I would like to cast my vote.”

I hate the way he speaks. Hate that he’s already acting as if he’s one of the most powerful men in the Republic. Hate that he thinks he has any authority here.

More than anything, I hate that he’s right.

“I know what order is on the agenda,” Kaidren says. “I vote in opposition.”

It’s as if the sheet of tshira beneath me splinters.

Ten in favor, ten opposed. This smooth-talking stranger just deadlocked the votes.
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CHAPTER FOUR

ILLUSIONS OF POWER

I am so angry, my vision tints red and my throat burns from the effort it takes to hold in expletives as I march through the halls.

Months of planning and sleepless nights. Set alight by an arrogant stranger who’s never stepped foot in Widow’s Hall before today. And I know nothing about him. Secrets are power. The most effective weapons in my arsenal are all the things powerful men do in the dark. Without them, I’m defenseless.

I take a deep breath. Steel and ice. I’m made of steel and ice.

At least, that’s what I tell myself as I rap on the door to Luc’s study behind the dais.

My brother sits at his vanity, head thrust into his palms, shoulders hunched. Selectmen swarm him like flies around rotting meat, buzzing uselessly.

I clear my throat.

Luc raises his head and meets my gaze in the mirror above his desk. His shoulders loosen with relief. “Everybody out.”

The selectmen frown in confusion until they see me. Their expressions collectively curdle like milk left out in the sun.

“Sir,” one of them starts.

“Out.” For once, Luc is firm without me having to remind him.

His guards grumble, but obey. It doesn’t stop them from giving me their usual glares soaked in resentment, or from shoving their shoulders against mine as they pass.

I stay stoic and say nothing until they’re gone. “This was my fault.” I place a gentle hand on Luc’s back. “I should’ve reserved more votes.”

A lie. I make the votes as close as I do because winning requires a delicate balance of give and take. It’s why I do favors for all the Honorate, not just Luc. Why I ensure not every order Luc proposes passes. Why the orders the Shadow Queen nudges along always win by near ties.

People need to believe either side has a chance of winning. Otherwise, brows would rise and revolutions would stir. Important votes are always split down the middle, to create the illusion of choice. Give people the illusion of power.

Luc pushes back his chair to pace. He’s quiet, which means he needs more cajoling. “There’s no need to worry.” I keep my voice soft. “Sef and I are going to dig. By this time tomorrow, we’ll know everything about Kaidren Vale. Every lie, mistake, and mess he thought he’d swept clean.”

“What if there isn’t anything?”

“Everyone has secrets.”

Luc stops pacing. He squints at me, analyzing my carefully neutral expression. “You’re truly not stressed about this?”

Of course I am. “No.”

“You’re sure everything will work out?”

No. “Absolutely.”

He shakes his head, looking a combination of bewildered and awed. “I don’t know how you do it, Mira.”

There’s a knock on the door before I can reply. Luc looks startled, but I roll my eyes. “Probably one of your guards come back to be useless some more. I’ll get rid of him.”

I fling open the office door, intending to tell the selectmen to leave us alone. My eyeline is fixed where I expect the guard’s to be, but I find myself staring at someone’s chest. A broad chest that’s straining the confines of its emerald sweater.

Slowly, my eyes trail up, over the toned contours of his torso, muscles of his shoulders, and chiseled jaw, until I’m staring into the deepest brown eyes I’ve ever seen.

Kaidren Vale.

He’s looking me over, eyes widened, head tilted with curiosity, as though I’m the most fascinating creature he’s ever seen.

After years of hovering in shadows, being looked at so thoroughly stirs something in my gut. “Can I help you?”

His assessing eyes finish their perusal and meet mine. His gaze is bright, eager, and friendly. “Pleasure to meet you.” He holds out a hand for me to shake. “I wanted to—” Kaidren’s words falter as he catches sight of Luc behind me.

His demeanor shifts.

That relaxed, curious light in his eyes extinguishes like candlelight in the rain. He’s no longer looking at me like I’m interesting—he’s not looking at me at all. He’s stiff as a plank, flashing Luc a broad, perfect smile that’s completely devoid of life. He lowers his hand. “Is there water?”

I blink, startled by the sudden change. “What?”

“Water?” He’s still not looking at me. “I’m thirsty. Fetch me some?” He sidesteps me before I can tell him I don’t fetch things, and makes his way to Luc without sparing me another glance.

Whatever warmth flickered within me when he first appeared in the doorway is stone cold. Destroying my carefully laid plans in chamber wasn’t enough—no, Kaidren Vale has to be a dismissive asshole just like everyone else.

I glower at no one and slam the door.

“Pleasure to meet you, sir.” Kaidren thrusts out a hand to Luc. “My sincerest apologies for interrupting you earlier. I meant no disrespect.” His words are smooth and practiced. I get the feeling he stared in the mirror for hours, rehearsing those lines again and again, to make them believable.

He’s successful. Taken at face value, he sounds convincing. Except for the sudden flare in my gut.

It’s chilling. Not the fact that he’s lying—I’m used to liars— but because of how good he is at it. If I didn’t feel the rush of magic, I might have missed the way his wide, near-perfect grin is the slightest bit uneven, tipping it over the edge from genuine to taunting.

It’s subtle. Subtle enough Luc doesn’t notice and shakes Kaidren’s hand with a smile of his own. “The pleasure is mine. I still have to confirm—”

“Of course.” Kaidren cuts him off again.

My teeth grind together.

“I’m just so excited to meet you,” Kaidren continues. “I have so much respect for you. I’ve never been one to listen to rumors, and I certainly don’t think your reign is tainted by the fact that you didn’t compete in the Tournament.”

With every word, the searing sensation of my magic intensifies. The Republic spends years looking forward to the Tournament of Thrones. People from all over Virdei travel up the mountain to the arena to watch. We even invite guests from Petruvia, a nearby coastal kingdom, to stay in Widow’s Hall during Tournament season.

Virdei is all about illusions and projection. The Praeceptor is expected to do more than win—he must prove to the world that he’s earned his power. Luc took the throne without competing, and there have been rumors swirling ever since that he’s unfit to rule. And here Kaidren is, rubbing Luc’s nose in it.

Another day, I might’ve been willing to let the snide comment slide, but Kaidren wrecked my plans, snubbed Luc, and tried to order me around like I’m worthless. Which means I have the right to ruin him and enjoy every second of it. “Should His Honored Praeceptor expect to see you at tomorrow’s council meeting?”

Kaidren’s smug smile slips. “What?” He whirls to face me. “There’s another meeting tomorrow?”

“Of course.” It takes all of my willpower not to smirk. “To vote on the order from today.”

“That order failed.”

I smile sweetly. “Forgive me. I know little about Honorate meetings, but I was under the impression that today’s vote was a draw. Which—I think—means the Honored Praeceptor can call a revote whenever he so chooses.” I channel all the innocence I can muster into widening my eyes. “He chooses tomorrow.”

Kaidren’s face is pinched, as though he just smelled something foul. “If that’s so, I’ll be there. And, once again, I’ll cast my vote in opposition.” He turns to Luc, looking more irked than before. “Again, a pleasure to meet you, sir. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

My insides are on fire as he gives a parting lie and leaves without so much as glancing in my direction.

He’ll pay for that later. He’ll pay for all of it. Kaidren thinks he’s playing a game and that he’s winning. He thinks he’ll win again tomorrow. And he thinks his opponent is Luc.

Kaidren is wrong. About all of it.

His true opponent is me. And I don’t play games.

I win.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE FALSE QUEEN

Servants talk. They see and hear all the tawdry things their employers whisper to each other when they don’t think anyone is watching. It’s part of why Sef and I make such a great pair. She hunts for rumors while I parse out the lies from the truth.

“What did you find?” I call out to Sef (she’s sitting on the edge of my bed) from my place on the floor of my vault, rooting through my notes on the Honorate. My vault is the size of a small closet, walls lined end to end with chest-high shelves stacked with leather-bound volumes full of information. They range from the commonplace, like family history, to the arcane, like an Honorate’s darkest secrets.

“Not much. At least, not yet.” I’ve known Sefina Ceraway since I first moved to Widow’s Hall when Luc became Praeceptor. Everyone resented that he brought me, Opheran street scum, to live with him. I was supposed to be assigned a team of aikkari selectmen for protection, same as Luc (and every other live-in family member of the Praeceptor in the history of the Republic). Instead, they assigned me Sef, a maid with no defense training at all.

I never complained. Both because I refused to give anyone the satisfaction, and because, within days of meeting her, I knew they had drastically underestimated her. Sure, Sef is young, has no magic, and would sooner sprout wings than fend off an attacker. But she’s also crafty, loyal, and quick to laugh—an invaluable combination I wouldn’t trade for a slew of selectmen. Widow’s Hall is dreary and lonely. Her friendship is the only bright spot that makes it bearable.

I wedge a book under my arm and emerge from the vault, locking it after me. It’s tucked behind a hidden door in the back of my closet. There’s no visible handle; it’s just a crack in the wall that, when peeled back, reveals the tshira-lined door. A necessary precaution. I safeguard too many secrets to remember them all, and I know better than to keep my arsenal lying around for anyone to find.

My room is so tiny, I take two steps outside my closet and I’m standing in front of Sef, a half pace from my bed. Another thing I never complain about.

I quirk an expectant brow at Sef. “Well?”

“Kaidren’s mother is dead. And you’ll never believe this—” She drops her voice and chin. “She was Opheran.”

The book under my arm tumbles to the floor. “Kaidren’s Opheran?” Impossible. He doesn’t have a tattoo. I’d have noticed. Everyone would’ve noticed. Opheran children undergo a ceremony on our fifth birthday. We’re marked in golden ink with a symbol of our birth season. The majority of the year, we suffer the dark season, so most Opherans have tattoos of crescent moons. I was born in the brief glimmer of the light season, so mine is of a sun.

It’s beautiful. I used to love it. I used to admire the way the golden ink looked against my brown skin. Then I came here, and they looked at it—at me—like I was less than trash. I struggle to see the beauty now.

“He doesn’t look Opheran,” is all I say. “He didn’t sound Opheran either.” Virdeians and Opherans have similar accents, but Opherans linger on their vowels, and their sentences tend to drop at the end. I’ve lived here for seven years, and I still sound Opheran when I’m not careful.

“I know it’s not much to go on,” Sef says, “but I’ll keep digging.”

This is much less than what she usually finds, but it’s still early in the investigation process. “Thank you. I’ll see what I can find on my end as well, and we can compare notes.” I move to my desk that doubles as a vanity with the leather book from my vault. It’s full of everything I’ve collected about Honorate Rishelvu over the years. I snag a pen and a sheet of parchment.


Honorate Rishelvu,

There exists such a special bond between father and son. Almost as special as the bond between a firstborn and his inheritance.

On my honor, I will not direct anyone to search for what you so carelessly gambled away. Provided, of course, that you change your vote in favor of the proposed order on the agenda tomorrow.

Fondly,

Shadow Queen



I sheathe the letter in an envelope and press the Shadow Queen’s seal to it with a smirk.

There’s nothing the Honorate fear more than a scandal. A position in the Honorate is for life and inheritable by their oldest son—so long as they stay godlike. Any Honorate who fails to uphold the veil of perfection is in danger. People have the right to challenge an Honorate if he breaches decorum, and an ousted Honorate can’t transfer his position to a son.

I hand the sealed envelope to Sef. “Can you deliver this tonight? No need for theatrics.”

“Of course.” She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a stack of envelopes—missives for the Shadow Queen. “Trade?”

“Thank you.” I take the stack of letters, and Sef takes the note for Honorate Rishelvu. I flip open a second book, where I keep track of unsubstantiated rumors. My pen taps idly against the desk as I read.


Shadow Queen,

I’ve heard rumors Honorate Portannis is engaged in an affair with a married Petruvian. I can give you a name if you can ensure the order he is drafting fails.



It isn’t signed. They often aren’t. I jot down the potential affair to look into later, even though I doubt its validity.

Virdei and Petruvia have a strained relationship, to put it mildly. Virdei controls Mount Saidu and more than half of Ophera. Petruvia controls the coast and the rest of Ophera. The feud started around two hundred years ago, when both countries raced to take over the coastline. Petruvia won.

As Virdei licked their wounds, they moved farther up the mountain, where they realized it was full of resources even more valuable than the ocean: tshira and, most important, magic.

Before that, there were a few aikkari scattered throughout the two kingdoms, but there weren’t a lot until Virdei climbed higher up Mount Saidu.

War started again. This time, Virdei had an undeniable advantage and won. To this day, Petruvia claims Virdei cheated. According to them, the Republic resorted to cutting off the water supply to everyone below the mountain to ensure their victory. The details are unclear, but in the end, all that matters is Virdei won the mountain, the tshira, and an army of aikkari soldiers no one else can compete with.

I open the next envelope.


Shadow Queen,

I have a maid who is Opheran.
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