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+ KRISTEN CICCARELLI

Gideon's blood burned as he watched them.

It was a beautiful gown-he couldn't deny it. Made by some

fancy designer, it likely cost a small fortune. But it wasn't Rune.

Gold didn't suit her, and the cut was severe. The plunging V
neckline ended a few inches above her belly button in front and

at the base of her spine in back, sending a powerful message:

Look at her. She's mine.

The prince wanted his guests to admire the beautiful witch
on his arm. To Soren, Rune was an exotic creature. A living
artifact he was determined to add to his collection.

If Harrow's intel was correct, one week ago, the prince had
asked her to marry him. And Rune had accepted, on one con-
dition: if Soren wanted her for a wife, he had to give Cressida

an army.

It's why Gideon volunteered for this job.

N7ith an army, Cressida would wage war against the New
Republic. If she won, she would reinsrare the Reign of \Titches
and more people would die.

Gideon couldn't let that happen. So long as Rune was rhe

ly"fui" in this unholy alliance between Cressida and Soren,

he couldn't let her live.

Gideon had kill orders and he was going to see them through.
Right here. Tonight.

He'd waited all evening for his chance. Standing against

the wall of the ballroom, sweating in this stolen uniform, he

watched Rune firting with her betrothed. -Watched Soren firt
back: touching her with hungry hands, devouring her with
haughty eyes.

It was driving him to the brink.
Alex was barely in the ground, and Rune was already en-

gaged to another man. A prince, no less.

Is that what she wantqd all along-a priruce?
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KRISTEN CICCARELLI

"It must be heartbreaking," said the prince as his knuckles

grazed the bumps of Runet spine in a slow path downward.
"To be so far away,'knowing the horrible things taking place

there . . . I'm glad youte free of it."
Sorent arms slid around her waist, in what might have been an

effort to comfort her, but felt more like a reminder: Rune was his.

Gideon rolled his shoulders, forcing himself to relax.

"'STitches are still being slaughtered for nothing more than
the crime of being what they are," said Rune, studying her

empty glass from within Soren's arms. "I'11 never be free until
every last one of my sisters is free, too."

The hum of instruments fell silent and an announcemenr

sounded: the recital was starting.
' One by one, the circle of guests dispersed, moving roward

the musicians.

Twining his fingers through Runet, Soren tugged her to-
ward their seats. They'd barely walked two sreps when the first
song started, and Rune's footsteps faltered.

Gideon watched her jerk to a stop.
"Everything all right?" asked the prince, turning back to her.

As the music rose, Gideon glanced to the musicians. The

song was familiar. But why he recognizedit, he didn't know.
"I-I need to powder my nose." Rune seemed to be struggling

to compose herself. "I'11 be right back . . ."
"Don't be ridiculous," said Soren. "The concert has begun."

He lowered his voice. "This recital is for you, Rune. To celebrate

our engagement. You need to be here."

His fingers white-knuckled around hers.

Gideont eyes narrowed. His body tightened like a coiled
spring as he watched Soren drag her onward. Closer to the mu-
sic. The very thing she was trying to get away from.
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KRISTEN CICCARELLI

she walked backward. "See if you can guess what it is while I'm
gone."

Rune winked. The prince's eyes darkened with lust.

Gideon was going to be sick.

Rune spun on her heel and strode away,leaving Soren and

Gideon to stare after her, the dress putting her on full display.

She rushed past guests making their way toward their chairs

and guards stationed along the walls. As she hurried to the door,

she nearly ran straight into the servant coming through them,

halting just before they collided. The young woman balanced a

shakins tray of glasses in one hand and held a bottle ofwhiskey
in rhe other.

Gideon watched Rune exchange a few words with the ser-

vant, take the bottle from her, and disappear into the hall.
There it is.

The moment he'd been waiting for.
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IO KRISTEN CICCARELLI

She would have preferred AIex over Soren. Alex was her best

friend. Other than her grandmother, hewas the onlyperson in the

world who'd ever truly loved her. She might not have been in hue

with him, but given enough time, perhaps she could have been.

But Alex wasnt the only thing she missed.

If Rurre was being honest, she missed her home.

Home.

The word seared her.

Back in the ballroom, Sorent friend had asked if she missed

the New Republic, and Rune had laughed the question off.

But the ffuth?
The truth was Rune missed the sight of Nan's gardens, spar-

kling with dew. She missed riding Lady through the wildest
parts of \Tintersea. She missed the smell of the sea and the

woods and the fields. She missed the winds and storms.

She liked Umbria and its capital, Caelis. She liked the ar-

chitecture and the art, the culture and fashions and food, the

absence of anti-witch sentiment. She liked it for a visit or a hol-
iday. But it-wasnt where she belonged.

Rune hadn't realized she'd feel this way when she agreed to
marry AIex and leave the New Republic. She didn't know that
in leaving the island behind, she was leaving her heart with it.

Could you miss the place where everyone wanted you dead?

Rune squeezed the whiskey bottle's neck. Apparerutly yes.

If there werent a dozen guards watching her fee, Rune

would have guzzled whiskey straight from the bottle. The three

glasses of champagne had numbed her a little, warming her in-
sides and blurring the edges of her vision. It was how she got

through most evenings now: in a fog of intoxication.
But if she were going to get through this evening, she'd need

more than three glasses of alcohol. She'd need an entire bathtub
full.
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l2 KRISTEN CICCARELLI

He was smitten, and Rune stoked his affection, playing her

part perfectly, until she had what Cressida wanted: a proposal.

But to Soren's surprise, Rune turned him down.

f can't maruy )/ou, she told him, reciting her lines. Not until
euery last witch it tnfr.

More specifically: she wouldn't marry him-not unless he

gave Cressida an army to wage war on the New Republic.

Rune had no desire to marry Soren, nor was she interested

in doing the witch queen's bidding. The very idea ofworking for
Cressida filled Rune with dizzying self-loathing.

But Cressida had saved her life, along with Seraphine's.

Cressida didn't want her dead, unlike Gideon and everyone else

in the New Republic. Most importantly: Cressida wanted to
save the witches they'd left behind. Girls who were being exrer-

minated at this very moment.

Every week, the names of dead witches made their way to
Rune's ears. The Blood Guard had captured Aurelia Kantor, a

powerful sibyl-a witch who could see into the past, present,

and future. And now they were using her to give them the lo-
cations of every witch in hiding. It allowed them to hunt down
and execute witches with merciless precision. Sometimes as

many as three or four a week.

Ancients knew what they were doing to Aurelia to ger that
information.

Once, the Crimson Moth would have rescued her. But the

Moth was here in Larkmont Palace, all the way across the Bar-

row Strait, half-drunk on champagne.

Loob at yourself, Rune thought. Partying utith princes uthile

your sisters are rnurdered.

She'd abandoned those girls. And if Gideon Sharpe wasn'r

stopped, there would be no witches left in the New Republic.

If Rune were still on the island, she would have already broken
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