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CHAPTER ONE

Mira

By the time I turned sixteen, I’d lived many lives.

I was too young to be what I was – a pickpocket, a noblewoman’s daughter, a circus performer. I’d played so many roles that they all blurred together. Sometimes when I looked into my reflection, even I didn’t know which Mira was staring back.

To my mother, our lives were an endless adventure. A dangerous, exhilarating game that she played with daring smiles and boundless confidence.

‘Who do you want to be, Mira?’ she would ask, her eyes glinting with anticipation.

It didn’t matter what answer I gave. The ending was always the same.

Look forward, don’t dwell, move on.

Those were the rules we’d lived by, for as long as I could remember. The rules that kept us alive.

The roar of the audience thundered through the circus, pulling my attention towards the distant stage. It was encircled by fire, as was tradition in Zigilia. Despite the sweltering heat, I appreciated the effect: in the night-time, with nothing but the fire braziers for light, the performers were cast in shadow. They looked like they really were magical, like they belonged to one of the three royal Orders.

From where I sat by the fortune-teller’s tent, the smell of rich spices and sizzling meat wafted from the food carts lining the narrow walkways. Eager patrons made their purchases, most dressed in typical Western fashion: the men in brightly coloured vests and airy, billowing pants, the women draped in richly dyed silks. Some of the vendors were familiar, but I didn’t recognise any of the people they were serving. Damar was a large city, and one person easily blurred into another.

Which was precisely the point.

One of the vendors handed a kebab to a female customer, and as the woman turned, I glimpsed my mother’s vibrant face. She sashayed towards me, still in her dancer’s outfit: a purple beaded top cut just above her navel and a matching full-length skirt. Even nibbling on a kebab, she managed to turn heads, yet she seemed oblivious to the eyes on her. 

Only I knew that naivety was a charade, executed so skilfully that no one else would sense the lie. My mother was a born performer. And she never stopped performing. Not even with me.

‘Choose a card.’ Celeste slid into the seat opposite, brandishing a crimson deck.

I hesitated. Deira would be furious if she returned from her break to find her assistant playing cards. I should be waiting for customers who wanted their fortunes read – not literally, of course, but I’d developed an instinct for reading people and telling them what they wanted to hear.

Then again, the night had been slow; I hadn’t had a single customer since Deira left.

I glanced at Celeste, who was wearing an impish smile. This was for practice, but it was also for fun. She liked showing off her abilities, her little parlour tricks.

But tonight, I had something different in mind.

‘No,’ I said, keeping my expression neutral. ‘It’s your turn to choose.’

Celeste arched an eyebrow, and I knew what she was thinking. Card games had never been one of my strengths. Even if they had been, no one could replicate my mother’s quick, effortless manipulations.

Leaning back in her chair, she confidently handed over the pack of cards. I fanned them out across the stall table, arranging them face down.

‘This one,’ Celeste said, picking up a card with her manicured fingers.

Gathering it up with the others, I methodically shuffled the deck. But my mother’s stare lingered on me, filled with silent challenge, and it wasn’t long before my fingers were turning the cards into flickers of colour.

‘What do I get if I choose correctly?’ I asked.

My mother tilted her head. Her auburn hair was swept back from her face, displaying her sudden wariness to full advantage. ‘What do you want?’

‘Nothing much. Just a question.’

‘A question,’ she repeated.

I met her gaze steadily, not blinking. ‘Yes. Just one.’

Applause cut through the tension between us. I wasn’t sure who was on stage, but they must have been good. Maybe the twins. Or it could have been Reverie, the hypnotist.

‘Alright,’ my mother said, as I set the cards down. ‘Guess correctly, and I’ll answer one question.’

I knew she thought it was a safe bet. From the back, the cards looked identical. But I let their red and gold outlines blur before my eyes, waiting for the pull. The insistent, sharp tug that would tell me which to choose.

Almost involuntarily, my hand reached out to touch one of the cards. I felt a sudden chill as I picked it up.

Celeste looked on in stunned silence as I flashed the title at her, displayed in elegant, golden letters: The Sorceress.

‘You’re getting better at this,’ she said, but her tone was accusatory.

Did she think I’d cheated somehow? Was relying on intuition a cheat?

‘I had a good teacher,’ I said absently, distracted by the woman on the card: dark-haired and dark-eyed, with the beguiling smile of a trickster. 

She was beautiful, but it wasn’t her beauty that drew me in. It was the power emanating from her. I wasn’t sure if it was a good kind of power, like in my mother’s stories – or a darker sort, like the tales told over campfires in the icy North. Whatever it was, it intrigued me.

As I angled the card towards the firelight, it seemed to come alive, taking on a reddish glow. The woman closed one cat-like eye in a wink—

And then she was gone.

I dropped the card as if it had burned me. It fell to the table, deceptively ordinary amongst the others – but still blank.

I glanced up, wondering whether my mother saw it too. But she was focused on me. ‘I suppose you’ve won your question.’

I blinked, feeling like I’d resurfaced from a dream. That would make more sense. Cards, even Eastern cards, didn’t just change. In the Ravalian Empire, magic was restricted to the three Orders: Warriors, Artisans and Masks.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ I began, ‘that other daughters know a great deal about their mothers. But I don’t know even the most basic facts about you.’

Celeste’s shoulders tensed. ‘Mira, you know it isn’t so simple.’ There was a warning in her voice, one I ignored.

‘I obey all your rules,’ I retorted, bracing my arms against the table. ‘I’ve spent my life running, never asking any questions. But now I’m asking.’ I paused. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Celeste,’ she whispered, barely an exhale of breath.

‘Your real name.’

‘No, Mira.’ Her voice turned hard. ‘Not that.’

And I knew that the contest didn’t matter. My mother’s true identity would always be kept from me, a secret buried so deep it would never surface.

Celeste collected the cards and tucked them into a small pouch. She stood abruptly and strode into the crowd without a backward glance, leaving me feeling like I’d disappointed her. Like I was the one who had hurt her, and not the other way around.

As I glanced back at the table, I realised she had forgotten a card – the one with the dark-haired woman who had winked at me. The woman who had, inexplicably, reappeared.

A shiver crawled down my spine. In our histories, there was the story of an immortal sorceress. A sorceress who had travelled the world for centuries, watching kingdoms rise and fall. I stared down at the card, taking in the woman’s striking features. And as I did, I wondered.

I wondered if immortality had begun to weigh on her, until it was a curse rather than a gift. I wondered if living so many lives had felt somehow empty, like it did with me. Because no matter how many roles I played, it was like trying to quench an endless thirst. I had a sip each time, a fleeting taste, but it was only ever that – fleeting. That was the overarching rule in our lives, the rule that followed us wherever we went: nothing ever lasted.

It was so subtle that I almost missed it. The pull.

It drew my gaze across the bustling crowd. At first all I saw were the usual sights: street vendors selling their wares, people haggling over prices, and a crowd grouped around the raised stage at the far end, where the performers were still entertaining. But then my eyes fell on him.

The stranger was watching me from a few tents away, his arms folded as he surveyed the spectacle. Now that I’d seen him, it seemed odd I hadn’t noticed him before. He was older than I was – at least Choosing age – and he was arresting even from a distance, with ebony hair and cut-glass cheekbones. Something about his hawk-like stare made me uneasy, a feeling that only intensified as he came closer.

Black whorls of ink covered his face, obscuring even his dark skin from view. The details of the tattoos were impossible to make sense of: every time I tried to focus on an image, it started to transform.

‘Are you doing my job for me?’ he asked, his voice pitched low.

A fortune-teller. A real one.

Sweat beaded across my forehead, but I met his eyes steadily. His eyes were the only features truly visible on his face, unobscured by the tattoos. One was so dark it was nearly black. The other was an eerie, colour-leached grey.

‘You’re from the Order of Artisans,’ I said, standing and facing him.

He smiled. His lips were covered in ink – the upper wholly black, the lower dusted in gold. The effect was beautiful and disturbing all at once.

Run. I should run.

I didn’t move. I wasn’t sure I could.

His gaze lowered to the card resting on the top of my stall’s table. The red was very bright against the black sheeting. It gleamed like a drop of blood.

‘I wasn’t predicting anything,’ I said quickly. ‘I was just—’

‘I know what you were doing.’ He picked up the card in his hands, turning it over. I noticed that he held it very gently, like it was something precious. ‘The Sorceress,’ he murmured, his disconcerting eyes flicking to me.

I tensed, uncomfortable with the scrutiny.

‘So much fear,’ he said in a low voice. ‘What do you know of fear?’

I knew a great deal. But I didn’t answer. I didn’t want him to know anything about me.

His mouth twitched, as if my reaction amused him. ‘Relax,’ he said. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ His teeth were startlingly white against the black of the ink. ‘In fact, I might even tell you a secret. Would you like that?’

If I could, I would have declined. But there was no way to politely decline anything freely offered by an Artisan. ‘What would you tell me?’

He considered me for a long moment. ‘First,’ he said finally, ‘look down – and tell me what you see.’

I followed his gaze down to his hands. Down to the ink that seemed to lighten and shift underneath my gaze, forming into the charcoal likeness of a person.

‘My mother,’ I breathed.

Apprehension crept over me as I took in the details of her face: the hollows of her cheeks, the harsh line between her brows, the pinch to her full lips. She looked scared. No – she looked terrified.

Even as I watched, a tear fell from her inky eyes, so dark that they could have been empty sockets. Her mouth opened, as if to form a name. My name.

And I knew, with shocking certainty—

I was watching my mother die.

‘I know what she is,’ the Artisan said, a million miles away. ‘She can run from the past all she likes, but the past always leaves traces. It leaves a trail.’

He leant in, his lips brushing my ear.

‘And if I can see the trail,’ he whispered, ‘then so can they.’





CHAPTER TWO

Scarlett

I only remembered flickers.

Russet hair and a cruel smile. The sound of ice cracking. Terrified realisation that came a second too late.

After that, everything happened in a rush: a haze of panic and confusion as hands reached out, not to help me, but to push me—

I tried to scream, but water flooded my mouth instead. And there was nothing I could do as I dropped like a stone, my heavy clothes dragging me under.

Desperation gave me strength as I tore off the furs and kicked towards the distant surface. Only when I reached it—

It wasn’t there.

I could have cried then. Could have wept and raged at the thick, translucent barrier above me, at the unbearable closeness of the sky.

Footsteps thudded overhead; my brother was moving, but I couldn’t see him. I slapped my palms frantically against the ice, trying to break through even though I knew it was useless. Roran clearly knew it too, because the echo of his boots grew fainter.

My only hope was for someone to rescue me. For one of my guards to dive in and pull me from a watery grave.

But there were no guards. My brother had sent them all away.

I swam frantically, searching for the hole I’d fallen through. I didn’t even know if I was going in the right direction, but I tried anyway, propelling myself forward with increasingly numb arms. My lungs were burning now, begging for air. 

But there was no air. There was no escape. 

There was only cold and silence.

Strangely enough, I no longer felt afraid. It was almost peaceful, the panic and fear dissolving as I sank slowly beneath their reach.

How nice it would be, I thought dimly, to close my eyes and drift.

But just as I prepared to stop fighting, I saw her.

The girl was directly above me, kneeling on the other side of the eerie blue ice. She was as cold and infinite as the frozen lake that would become my tomb, and it was impossible to tell whether she was flesh and blood at all. If it hadn’t been for her halo of long red hair, she would have been indistinguishable from the snow around her.

Even in my delirium, I knew that what I was seeing wasn’t real. In the throes of death, my mind had summoned the only comfort it could: myself.

Except I had never looked so beautiful or terrible in life. It was like staring into a distorted mirror image: wrong in every way, yet achingly right. Was that what my drowning self looked like, lips tinged with blue and all warmth leached from my veins?

My doppelgänger placed a corpse-white hand against the ice. As if in a dream, I raised my palm to meet hers—

A thunderous boom sounded as the surface split apart. Ice cracked and rained down around me like a million shards of glass.

And I breathed.

 

It was night by the time someone reached the frozen lake. When they rushed over to where I lay, motionless on the ice.

I was only vaguely aware of the man’s presence, his words muffled, as if coming from a vast distance. But I did notice when I was wrapped in fur and lifted, gently and firmly, into a pair of strong arms.

Those arms held me close as I was carried across the icy plateau and into the grey stone palace of Kalure. Surely the court had discovered I was missing by now – and yet when we reached the doors of the great hall, I heard the unmistakable sounds of laughter and music. No one inside had bothered to cancel the revelry, to feign even the appearance of concern.

If it had been one of my half-brothers, the nobles would have offered their assistance as a way of currying favour with the emperor, and no expense would have been spared in the search. For me, though . . .

‘Put me down.’ My voice was hoarse and barely audible, but the order was clear.

‘Are you sure that’s wise?’

‘Put me down,’ I repeated, and this time, he obeyed.

Clutching his tattooed arm for support, I waited for my surroundings to right themselves. It took a moment, but slowly everything came back into focus – including the Artisan, his mismatched eyes piercing right through me.

If I could have flushed, I would have. I had seen Severin around the Ravalian Court, but always from a distance. And he had never looked at me like this before – really looked at me, as if I wasn’t Zandri’s daughter or a princess, but simply a young woman. A young woman he was still standing awfully close to.

‘Did my mother send you?’

He nodded. For a second, I thought his face held a glimmer of concern – concern that went beyond whatever orders my mother had given him. But that softness quickly disappeared, leaving smooth perfection in its wake.

‘Let me escort you to your chambers, Your Highness,’ he said, his voice rich and melodic. ‘I can summon a healer—’

‘I don’t need a healer.’

A dark eyebrow rose.

‘I’m perfectly fine,’ I said, which couldn’t have been further from the truth. ‘And I have no intention of going anywhere. I intend to face my family – on my own.’

Severin’s gaze swept over me once more. There was something strange about his stare – something assessing I wasn’t sure I liked. But he inclined his head and said smoothly, ‘As you wish, Princess. I’ll be nearby if you need me.’

‘I won’t,’ I said immediately.

His lips curved. ‘We’ll see.’

Without waiting to be dismissed, he turned on his heel. I watched him for a moment, wondering if Severin was right – if I should retreat to my chambers. But I shook off the thought. I’d be damned if I let Roran believe I was afraid of him.

Setting my jaw, I pushed open the carved doors.

The great hall spanned before me, its wooden tables piled high with meats from the ceremonial hunt. Courtiers gathered around those tables, men and women who I had known for years, but out here, dressed in heavy clothes and adorned with weapons, their veneer of civility had been stripped away.

As I stepped into view, the music abruptly stopped. Murmurs spread through the hall as everyone turned to stare. I must have been an unusual sight: barefoot and waterlogged, my hair framing my face in snake-like tendrils.

I kept my head high as I walked between life-sized sculptures of our ancestral kings, all poised to cut down their enemies. Emperor Kalias had commissioned them himself: he was fiercely proud of reclaiming the North and dragged the court back to Kalure once a year to live a simpler, harder existence. He believed his people had become soft since relocating to Ravalia, reaping the benefits of the fertile soil and forgetting what it was to struggle against the elements.

I like the harshness of Kalure, he once told me. It separates the strong from the weak. Here, survival isn’t a right. Survival is won.

Not that we were supposed to hunt and kill each other, but with my body drifting beneath the ice, no one could have linked my death to Roran – and there would have been one less sibling to threaten his position as heir to the Ravalian throne.

‘What is the meaning of this?’

The demanding voice was instantly familiar and entirely unwelcome. It was a monumental effort to keep my expression unreadable as I faced my stepmother, who was reclining on an austere throne, warm and rosy-cheeked in her furs.

‘It looks like she fell into the lake, Mother,’ Roran cut in. The sound of his voice was enough to make me feel sick; my fury was almost overpowering. ‘Didn’t I tell you it was too dangerous to let her roam the grounds?’

The empress regarded me disdainfully. ‘Is that what happened?’

Roran’s handsome face was impassive, but his jade green eyes were so sharp they could have cut stone. He was daring me to contradict him.

‘Yes,’ I said, forcing the word past my numb lips. ‘That’s what happened.’

Empress Ivalene smiled thinly. I had no doubt she knew the truth – perhaps she had even encouraged Roran to attack me. My father’s decision to include his bastard daughter in the line of succession hadn’t made me popular.

‘Foolish girl. Take her to the infirmary,’ Ivalene instructed the guards, ‘and don’t let her out of your sight. We don’t want a repeat of this idiocy.’

I turned away from the dais – but not before I saw the satisfied gleam in Roran’s eyes. He might not have succeeded in killing me today, but he would try again.

The thought didn’t bother me like it should have. If anything, I welcomed the challenge – and the opportunity to outwit him. How satisfying it would be, to watch his head cleaved from his shoulders. Even more satisfying, if I was swinging the sword myself.

I smiled as I passed the nobles, who parted respectfully but whispered behind their hands. I assumed they were muttering about my dishevelled appearance or my interaction with the empress. It was only when I reached the mirror-lined corridor that I understood.

In the glass, a drowned girl was reflected back at me. The girl I thought I’d imagined in the ice.

She was no illusion now. She was real, and she was staring at me with knowing blue eyes—

Except mine had been green.

With a rush of horror, I raised a hand to my cold cheek. There had been a moment under the ice, just a moment, when I’d thought . . . I’d thought I’d stopped breathing.

What had my mother said once? Death lingered.

The proof was there in the whiteness of my once-olive complexion. The unnatural chill to my skin. The strange colour of my eyes – the same colour as the water that had filled my lungs and stilled my heart.

Because I had died in that lake.

Only for me, death wasn’t the end. It was just the beginning.





CHAPTER THREE

Mira

Two Years Later

The sound of tolling bells made the crowd thicken, islanders lining the craggy cliffs to watch the three Ravalian ships approach. They were beautiful vessels, large and sleek, with crimson and gold sails that glittered brilliantly in the sunlight.

Children jostled for better positions as they fought to catch a glimpse of the royal representatives. The adults were more restrained, used to the yearly visits. But anticipation was heavy in the briny air, so thick it was nearly tangible.

And this year, that same anticipation raced through my veins. Because this year, the royal representatives were here for me.

Waves lapped against the harbour breakwater, muffling the sound of footsteps, but I heard them anyway. Even if I hadn’t, it would have been impossible to miss the path clearing in front of me.

Nikolas Atwood strode to the front of the crowd, his narrow face hard with disdain. His eyes, chips of grey ice, weren’t fixed on the spectacle in the harbour or the glamorous blonde on his arm – but on me and Lillian.

Not today, I pleaded silently. Don’t cause a scene today.

Even as I thought it, I knew it was useless. Nikolas was the entitled son of Lord Atwood, Governor of Aldara. There was nothing he couldn’t get away with.

And he had a score to settle.

Lillian looked up, noticing my sudden preoccupation. Her eyes darted to the young noble and his fiancée, studying them with something like awe – a reaction that bothered me until I realised she wasn’t admiring them. Only their fine clothing.

‘This is unexpected.’ A contemptuous smile bloomed on Stacia’s perfectly made-up face. ‘Business a bit slow this morning? No one to entertain with your cheap tricks?’

I locked eyes with her. ‘We can’t all be born pampered nobles, waited on hand and foot.’

Stacia exchanged an unpleasant glance with Nikolas, sending her ringlets fluttering in the breeze. ‘You’re a performer,’ she said, making the word performer synonymous with scum. ‘Show your betters some respect.’

‘Respect should be earned,’ I retorted. ‘And you haven’t earned mine.’

‘What about me?’ Nikolas asked mildly.

There was only one acceptable answer, and we all knew it. With his father’s influence, he could make my life very difficult if he chose. Then again, he often singled me out – talking down about me to his influential friends, interrupting me at work and smiling when his interference cost me patrons.

‘Mira didn’t mean anything by it,’ Lillian cut in. I shot her an irritated look, but she continued: ‘Can we please forget it and enjoy the show?’

Nikolas studied Lillian, taking in her demure lilac dress and halo of buttery curls. Unlike me, she was everything he believed a common girl should be: respectful, mild-mannered, and beautiful in a soft sort of way. The kind of girl who inspired feelings of protectiveness in everyone, even snobs like the Atwoods.

‘Alright,’ he agreed. ‘So long as you remember it’s only a show.’

I knew what he meant – that the Trials weren’t for people like us. I bit my lip to stop myself from saying something unwise, but my expression gave me away.

‘You disagree?’ Nikolas said, as if the mere idea was ludicrous. ‘Someone like you wouldn’t last a minute in the Trials.’

‘I suppose we’ll find out. In the Trials.’

A flicker of anger sparked in Nikolas’s eyes. ‘If you do compete,’ he warned, his hand brushing the sword strapped to his side, ‘you’re going to regret that arrogance. I’ll make sure of it.’

Without waiting for a response, he brushed past, knocking his shoulder into mine. I stumbled back, watching as he and Stacia faded from view. Even as they disappeared, Nikolas’s threat remained. It hung in the salty air, heavy and ominous.

‘What were you thinking?’ Lillian demanded, grabbing my arm. ‘You know better than to antagonise them. And the very idea of entering the Trials . . . it’s . . .’ Her voice trailed off at whatever expression she saw on my face. ‘That wasn’t something you said just to provoke them. You were serious.’

I glanced away from my friend – from the hurt in her clear blue eyes. ‘Not now, Lil.’

Lillian dropped my hand. ‘I can’t believe this,’ she said. ‘I can’t believe you. The Trials are dangerous, Mira.’

‘I know,’ I replied, but I wasn’t looking at Lillian. I was looking at the royal representatives in the distance.

What Lillian didn’t understand was that some things were more important than safety. Some things were worth the risk.

Because Nikolas and the others had underestimated me. They had underestimated the strength of my resolve.

The Trials didn’t scare me. They didn’t scare me. And one day soon, I was going to prove that to everyone.

One day soon, I was going to make Nikolas regret his arrogance.

 

The field where the circus pitched its tents was quiet and still, the performers getting ready for the evening or enjoying the markets in the town square. Soon, this entire place would transform: filling with the clamour of patrons, the deep pounding of drums, and dramatic bursts of fire.

Thankfully, I wouldn’t have to worry about dancing or telling fortunes tonight. Only the most impressive acts were reserved for the arrival of the royal representatives: acts like Verex’s knife-throwing and Celeste’s fire-dancing. I might have stayed to watch, if I didn’t have somewhere else I needed to be.

When I stepped into the faded tent I shared with my mother, my eyes went straight to the dress. It was draped over the chair, a gown of deepest, darkest blue. Even in the dim light, it glittered like a thousand stars.

‘I thought you’d like it.’ My mother was standing across the tent, a smile on her full lips. ‘You should try it on.’

‘It’s incredible,’ I breathed, lifting it into my arms. It was so soft it felt like gossamer against my skin. ‘But how did you . . . ?’

‘Think of it as an apology,’ Celeste said, her cobalt skirt swishing elegantly as she moved closer. She put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. ‘I know you’re settled here, Mira, but it was only supposed to be temporary. It’s best we move on soon.’

I set the dress back down. First Nikolas and Lillian, and now this. Can’t one thing go right today?

‘This is the longest we’ve stayed in the same place—’

‘Exactly,’ Celeste replied, twisting to examine her outfit in the tarnished mirror. ‘We’ve lingered too long here already. This shouldn’t come as a surprise.’

It didn’t. I’d seen the signs for weeks now, but I’d ignored them. Since joining the island circus, Aldara had become home – the first and final stop on the circus’s annual tour around the Elusive Isles, where the performers returned to repair equipment and spend time with their families.

And now my mother was asking me to give that up. To leave everything behind yet again.

Well, not this time.

‘It’s been two years since we left the Western Lands,’ I reminded her. ‘Two years since the Artisan’s warning, and nothing’s happened. Maybe we’re safe here. Did you ever consider that?’

Celeste shook her head. ‘It’s not that easy, Mira.’

‘Maybe it is,’ I countered. ‘Maybe it should be.’

Silence fell between us. I’d never been this assertive with her before, and I knew she noticed the difference.

If we’d been a normal mother and daughter, with normal mother-daughter problems, we might have talked it out. Tried to compromise. But she had already decided. In the same way she decided everything.

I paced across the tent – past the tiny, shabby dining table, the handful of pillows that made up our living room, and the pallets that acted as our beds. It wasn’t much, but I didn’t want to give it up.

I would have to, of course, if I announced my candidacy for the Trials. But at least it would be my choice to make.

‘I knew we should have left sooner.’ Celeste sighed as she sank into a wicker chair. ‘I just wanted you to have a taste of normalcy – for a little while, anyway.’

She hadn’t put on her stage makeup yet, and even in the candlelight, I could see the faint lines that were usually concealed – worried creases between her arched brows and in the corners of her eyes.

My frustration softened into tenderness. No matter how much Celeste tried to pretend otherwise, our lives weren’t a game – and she had spent far too long trying to protect me. Now it was my turn to protect her.

For a moment, I debated telling her everything. It was possible she would understand – that she would even be proud of me. I knew my mother loved me. That wasn’t the problem. The problem was overcoming decades of entrenched fear.

My lips parted to confess everything – but I hesitated. If I told her my plans, she might convince me to run again.

And if we did, when would we ever stop?

‘I can’t live like this.’ The words settled between us, tense and charged. ‘It was one thing, when I was younger. But now . . . I want my own life.’

Celeste closed her eyes. ‘You won’t have a life, Mira, if these criminals catch us.’

I thought back to the only time we’d been discovered. I didn’t remember much more than a shadowy figure standing over me and then the spray of blood as a circus performer slit their throat. But that experience had made the threat against our lives far more real – and terrifying.

It was the reason I’d decided to compete for a place in the Order of Warriors. I wanted to fight for a better life for myself and my mother, but also for the chance to defend the empire. To keep the peace and protect people who couldn’t protect themselves.

I slid into the chair opposite my mother, watching as she applied her makeup with practised hands. ‘If you want me to understand,’ I said, softly but firmly, ‘if you want me to trust you, then you need to start sharing things with me. I’m not a child anymore.’

‘No,’ Celeste said. ‘You’re not.’

It wasn’t exactly an agreement, but I decided to take it as one.

‘Let’s start with something simple,’ I said, my gaze intent on hers. ‘What was my father like? Where did you meet him?’

She didn’t answer. Her silence wasn’t a surprise, but it still hurt. It cut, like the sharp edge of a blade.

I had my suspicions, of course. There were certain things even my mother couldn’t hide. She held herself with the bearing of a noble, and was striking in the most vivid sort of way, with light, pearlescent skin, and auburn hair that burned like a flame in the sun.

Though she’d never spoken about my father, I used to fantasise that he was a fierce warrior from the Red Dunes, or a visiting diplomat from beyond the empire. When I was younger, I would gaze intently into mirrors, imagining the man who had given me my darker skin and midnight hair.

But that was a long time ago. Now, every time I looked into a mirror, the sight of my reflection stung – a constant reminder of how little I knew. Of the secrets my mother was determined to keep.

‘Just tell me something.’ I’d intended my words to sound forceful, but they came out more like a plea. ‘I don’t care about bloodlines. You know I don’t. It doesn’t matter to me where he came from.’

‘I never thought it would,’ Celeste replied. She considered me for a long moment, as if she was debating whether to answer. ‘Your father,’ she said finally, ‘was someone I greatly admired. You resemble him in more than just appearance. You have his strength of character, too.’

It wasn’t much, but it was more than she’d ever said. I gazed across the tent, letting her words settle over me.

‘I’d never met anyone like him, Mira. He made me feel . . .’ Celeste paused, and I wondered if it was too painful for her to continue. Then she said, ‘I gave up everything to be with him. If circumstances had been different, I never would have left his side.’

‘You must have loved him very much,’ I murmured.

Celeste smiled, but it was bittersweet. ‘That kind of love . . . I hope you experience it one day, Mira. But perhaps it’s better if you don’t. It can be a curse.’

A shiver of foreboding went down my spine. Even after all these years, I caught glimpses of the pain my mother tried to hide. She had given up a piece of her heart, and now that piece was lost forever.

‘What happened to him?’ I pressed.

Sadness glinted in my mother’s hazel eyes. ‘He died,’ she said, standing abruptly. ‘No more questions, Mira.’

I watched her leave, swallowing a lump in my throat. In three days’ time, she would lose me too.

The dress glittered accusingly at me from the chair.

Ignoring it, I grabbed my well-worn brown leather boots and did up the laces. I braided back my hair, then reached under the bed for the wooden practice sword I kept hidden there.

Its weight should have felt steadying in my hand, but instead it reminded me of previous Choosing Ceremonies. I found myself thinking of the candidates who announced their decision right before the boats left, the ones who hadn’t told their parents. It was awful to watch. It was even harder to listen to: sometimes the mothers would cry or beg them to reconsider.

But once the choice was made, it couldn’t be unmade.
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